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ABBREVIATIONS 


As Bachofen’s work is not well known and remains largely untranslated, 
it has been quoted liberally in English translation in the present study. 
References have been placed in the text in order to allow the reader to 
identify immediately the source, and, in the case of the correspondence, 
the date of each quotation. The following abbreviations have been used. 
They are also used in the footnotes to refer to Bachofen’s works. 


C 


GR 


GW 


SB 


WTS 


Correspondence, in Johann Jakob Bachofens Gesammelte Werke, Ed. 
Karl Meuli. Vol. X, ed. Fritz Husner. Basle and Stuttgart: Schwabe 
& Co., 1967. The number refers to the number of the letter in this 
edition, and is followed by the indication of the year. 

Johann Jakob Bachofens Griechische Reise. Ed. Georg Schmidt. Hei- 
delberg: Richard Weissbach, 1927. The first publication of the 1851 
manuscript in the University Library at Basle. 

Johann Jakob Bachofens Gesammelte Werke. Ed. Karl Meuli. Basle and 
Stuttgart: Schwabe & Co., 1943-67. 10 volumes. Volumes 1, 2, 3, 
4, 6, 7, 8, and 10 had appeared by the time of Meuli’s death in 
1968. No further volumes have appeared. 

Myth, Religion, and Mother Right: Selected Writings of J. J. Bachofen. 
Trans. Ralph Manheim. Bollingen Series, no. 84. Princeton: Prin- 
ceton University Press, 1967. Wherever possible I have quoted from 
this readily available English text. Unfortunately, the version of 
Bachofen’s autobiography given here is a truncated one, though 
there is no indication that the German text from which the trans- 
lation was made had been drastically abbreviated. I have therefore 
been obliged, quite frequently, to refer to the full German text (SB 
below). 

Autobiography (a long autobiographical letter to his former teacher, 
the legal scholar F. C. von Savigny, written in 1854, rediscovered 
in 1916, and first published by Hermann Blocher in Zeitschrift fir 
vergleichende Rechtswissenschaft, 34 [1917] and in Basler Jahrbuch, 
1917, 295-348), in J. J. Bachofen, Selbstbiographie und Antrittsrede 
tiber das Naturrecht, Ed. Alfred Baeumler. Halle/Saale: Max Nie- 
meyer, 1927. 

Dr. Wilhelm Theodor Streuber. Nekrolog. November 1857. Basle: 
Schweighauser’sche Buchdruckerei. 


All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. 


“Wie der Grossstaat und die Grossindustrie, so ist die Grosswissenschaft, 
die nicht von Einem geleistet, aber von Einem geleitet wird, ein notwen- 
diges Element unserer Kulturentwicklung.” 


Mommseen. Reply to an address by 
Adolf Harnack at the Royal Prussian 
Academy of Sciences. 3 July, 1890. 


“Es muss die Zeit kommen in welcher der Gelehrte seine Studien tiber 
ihr Verhdaltnis zu den héchsten Dingen ernstlich zu Rede stellt.” 


Bachofen, Autobiography (1854). 


“Andromaque, je pense a vous!”’ 


Baudelaire, Le Cygne (1860). 


I. VESTIGES ΟΕ BACHOFEN 


hough Theodor Mommsen was probably unaware of it, from the 

time of the first appearance of his influential and successful Rém- 

ische Geschichte (1854), he was the object of the passionate and 
enduring hatred of an obscure Swiss philologist in the provincial city of 
Basle. Johann Jacob Bachofen is still not well known in the English-speak- 
ing world. He receives a brief mention in most histories of anthropology 
on account of his pioneering contribution to the popular nineteenth-cen- 
tury theory of ‘‘matriarchy,” his studies of relations in matrilinear societies, 
notably of the ‘‘avunculate,”” and his correspondence with Lewis Morgan.’ 
Most of his ideas have been discarded by contemporary anthropologists, 
however; the theory of matriarchy is now discredited; and recent schol- 
arship in Germany has challenged the view that he himself subscribed 
to the evolutionism commonly associated with his work.’ Classical scholars 
know of his strikingly original contributions to the study of Greek myth 


* Bachofen’s Mutterrecht (1861) preceded McLennan’s Primitive Marriage (Edinburgh: A. 
and C. Black, 1865) by four years. In Studies in Ancient History (London: B. Quaritch, 1876) 
McLennan pointed out that he did not know of Bachofen’s work until 1866 (391-92). This 
seems plausible, since Bachofen claimed that even in Germany his work was ignored and 
that it could be effective only if it were translated into English and French. He was pathetically 
grateful to the young Genevan, Alexis Giraud-Teulon, for bringing it to the attention of 
French scholars (La Mére chez certains peuples de l’antiquité, Paris: E. Thorin, 1867). Bachofen, 
on his side, learned of McLennan’s work even later, in 1869 (C 264, 1869). 

Among the many general studies of the history of anthropology in which Bachofen appears 
in connection with the theory of matriarchy and the theory of evolutionism, see notably Sol 
Tax, “From Lafitau to Radcliffe-Brown; a short history of the study of social organization,” 
in Social Anthropology of North American Tribes: Essays in Social Organization, Law, and Religion, 
originally presented to Professor A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, ed. Fred Eggan (Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1937), and Carle C. Zimmerman, Family and Civilization (New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1947). His name appears frequently, of course, in the major works supporting 
or challenging the ideas of primitive promiscuity and matriarchy, such as Westermarck’s 
History of Human Marriage (London: Macmillan, 1891) or Briffault’s The Mothers (London: 
George Allen and Unwin, 1927). Though Briffault’s argument rests more on the idea of 
matrilocy than on that of descent through the female line (matrilocy was discussed by 
Bachofen only in his later work), its debt to Bachofen is still considerable. Curiously, Briffault’s 
massive three-volume work suffered a fate similar to Bachofen’s: it was either neglected or 
regarded with condescension by professional anthropologists as the work of an amateur who 
still clung to outworn evolutionary notions. In addition, it suffered from a similar stylistic 
disability, the central argument being swamped by the mass of illustrative material. There 
has been some revival of interest in Briffault and an abridged version of The Mothers was 
published in England in 1959. 

? See Johannes Dérmann, “War Johann Jakob Bachofen Evolutionist?” Anthropos 60 (1965): 
1-48, and ““Bachofen-Morgan,” Anthropos 63-64 (1968-69): 129-38. Bachofen himself makes 
no secret of the part played in his thinking by Plutarch’s Isis and Osiris or of the essentially 
spiritual character—in his view—of the ‘evolution’ that is manifested in social life and 
institutions. 
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and tragedy through George Thomson, whose interpretation of Athenian 
tragedy in Aeschylus and Athens (1941) owes much to Bachofen, and 
through many admiring allusions to him in the writings of Karl Kerényi.° 
Readers of Engels come across his name in The Origins of the Family (1884), 
where Engels acknowledges at some length his indebtedness to Bachofen’s 
then still relatively neglected Mutterrecht. Marxists were understandably 
attracted to the thesis that patriarchy was preceded by matriarchy and 
that the existing social order is therefore neither natural nor eternal.* The 
Mutterrecht was obviously also of interest to Freud and Jung, as readers 
of Totem and Taboo and of the Freud-Jung letters are aware.” Jung, espe- 
cially, as a fellow citizen of Basle, appears to have had a special affinity 
for Bachofen, and he himself attributed the Bachofen revival in the early 
twentieth century to the growing public interest in psychology.® Lewis 
Mumford was probably indebted, directly or indirectly, to Bachofen for 
the contrast he draws, in both The Transformations of Man (1956) and The 
City in History (1961), between the maternal culture of the neolithic village 


5 See the moving and understanding tribute, “Johann Jakob Bachofens Portrat,’”” in his 
Tessiner Schreibtisch: Mythologisches Unmythologisches (Stuttgart: Steingruben, 1963), 21-31. 
See also his Auf Spuren des Mythos (Munich and Vienna: Langen-Muller, 1967), 49-50, 84, 
115, et passim. As early as 1955 Kerényi had already dedicated a substantial essay to Bachofen 
(Bachofen und die Zukunft des Humanismus, mit einem Intermezzo tiber Nietzsche und Ariadne, 
Ziirich: Rascher Verlag). References to Bachofen as a revered guide and master occur fre- 
quently in the pages of Kerényi’s Gesammelte Werke (Munich: Langen Miller, 1966—). 

* See Correspondance avec Paul et Laura Lafargue, ed. E. Bottigelli 3 vols. (Paris: Editions 
sociales, 1956-59. 3 vols.), 3: 64-65. Marx’s thorough knowledge of Bachofen emerges from 
his notes on Morgan, Maine, and Lubbock; see Lawrence Krader, ed., The Ethnological Note- 
books of Karl Marx (Studies of Morgan, Phear, Maine, Lubbock) (Assen: Van Gorcum & Comp. 
B. V., 1974), 116-17, 235-37, 314, 323, 339. On Bachofen’s popularity in the opposite camps 
of socialist and fascist writers in the early twentieth century, see Erich Fromm, ‘’Die sozial- 
psychologische Bedeutung der Mutterrechtstheorie,”” Zeitschrift ftir Sozialforschung 3 (1934): 
196-227; also Gerhard Plumpe, “Die Entdeckung der Vorwelt: Erlauterungen zu Benjamins 
Bachofenlektiire,” Text + Kritik 31/32 (1971): 19-27. 

° See The Freud-Jung Letters, ed. William McGuire, trans. R. Manheim and R. F. C. Hull 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), letters 312J—316J, 318], from April to June, 
1912. Freud also refers to Bachofen’s Mutterrecht in Totem and Taboo, pt. 4 (Collected Works, 
standard ed., 13: 144; cf. 122, 125-26). The influence of Bachofen on Jung and the Jungians 
was doubtless greater than on Freud. See Jung’s Mysterium conjunctionis: An Inquiry into the 
Separation and Synthesis of Opposites in Alchemy, trans. R. F. C. Hull, in his Collected Works, 
20 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954-78), 14: 18-20, 307, et passim. See also 
the works of Erich Neumann, Amor and Psyche: The Psychic Development of the Feminine, 
trans. Ralph Manheim (1956; 2nd. ed. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971) and The 
Great Mother: An Analysis of the Archetype, trans. Ralph Manheim (1955; 2nd. ed. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1972). William McGuire, editor of the Freud-Jung Letters and co- 
editor of the Collected Works, told me that it was at Jung’s suggestion that the extracts from 
Bachofen were translated into English and published in the Bollingen Series by The Princeton 
University Press. Further suggestions concerning the Jung-Bachofen relation may be found 
in Henri Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious: the History and Evolution of Dynamic 
Psychiatry (New York: Basic Books, 1970), 223, 660; and in Philipp Wolff-Windegg, ’’C. G. 
Jung—Bachofen, Burckhardt, and Basel,” Spring: an Annual of Archetypal Psychology and 
Jungian Thought (1976): 137-47. On the other hand, on the left wing of Freudianism, Wilhelm 
Reich accepts Bachofen’s thesis of a matriarchal period preceding the age of patriarchy. (See 
his The Invasion of Compulsory Sex-Morality, orig. Ger. 1936; New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1971). Erich Fromm also refers frequently to Bachofen. 

© “Psychology and Literature,’”’ Collected Works, 14: 84. 
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and the newer paternal culture of the town.’ Those familiar with Mum- 
ford’s work will recognize the significance of that contrast for nearly all 
his writing. Most recently, feminists have begun to take an interest in a 
writer who can be presented, though not without some simplification and 
even speciousness, as having been an early champion of women.® These 
are, however, faint echoes of a massive work of great originality and 
imaginative power, which will come to ten volumes when the Gesam- 
tausgabe, edited by the late Karl Meuli, is finally completed. A volume of 
extracts in an English translation by Ralph Manheim was published by 
Princeton University Press in the Bollingen series in 1967, but none of 
Bachofen’s major works has been translated in full and, apart from Joseph 
Campbell’s introduction and George Boas’s preface to the Princeton vol- 
ume, there is virtually no critical literature on him in English. 

In Germany, on the other hand, Bachofen has consistently engaged the 
most energetic and enterprising minds. During his lifetime, it is true, he 
was either ignored completely or disregarded as a misguided eccentric, 
one of hundreds of obscure classical philologists in the provincial cities 
of German-speaking Europe.’ He had difficulty finding a publisher for his 
writings and it was only in his later years that he began to attract the 


” See The Transformations of Man (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1956), Chapts. 1-3, 
and The City in History; its Origins, its Transformations and its Prospects (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and World, 1961), chapts. 1-3. In 1961 Mumford contributed a note on Bachofen to 
a slim volume containing a short translated text by Bachofen, which was printed by the well- 
known printer Viktor Hammer at his Stamperia del Santuccio in Lexington, Kentucky, in an 
edition of one hundred copies (Walls: Res Sanctae/Res Sacrae. A passage from ‘Versuch Ueber 
die Graebersymbolik der Alten’). The distinction between neolithic village and civilized town 
was, of course, essential to the work of Patrick Geddes, the unusual Scots scientist, edu- 
cationist, and urban planner, who was the single most powerful influence on Mumford. (See 
especially Geddes’s five Talks from the Outlook Tower, given at the New School in New York 
in 1923, in Marshall Stalley, ed., Patrick Geddes: Spokesman for Man and the Environment, 
New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1972, 289-380, notably the third and fourth talks on 
“The Valley Plan of Civilization” and “The Valley in the Town’). Geddes had been a close 
friend and associate of Elisée and Elie Reclus, both of whom participated in his Edinburgh 
Summer Meetings between 1887 and 1899, and Elie Reclus was one of Bachofen’s small 
band of correspondents and admirers in the last years of the philologist’s life. There is, 
indeed, an audible echo of Bachofen in Geddes’s affirmation that village culture is not 
superseded but continues to exist alongside that of men and cities, and in the admiration 
he expressed for a historian of Rome who “below, behind, beyond this great history of 
Rome . . . got down to bedrock; down to the primitive, matriarchal, and persistent, fact, 
that women are in the way of feeding men, provided their men will bring them the stuff to 
cook, and the fuel to cook it with” (Stalley, 310). Mumford’s links to Bachofen are thus both 
indirect and direct. 

ὅ See, for instance, Ernst Bornemann, Das Patriarchat: Ursprung und Zukunft unseres Ge- 
sellschaftssystems (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1975). The American feminist Evelyn Reed, 
in Woman’s Evolution from Matriarchal Clan to Patriarchal Family (New York: Pathfinder Press, 
1975), refers to Briffault rather than Bachofen, but her argument is in line with Bachofen’s. 
A vigorously critical evaluation of Bachofen from a more modern feminist standpoint is to 
be found in Marielouise Janssen-Jurreit, Sexismus: tiber die Abtreibung der Frauenfrage (Munich 
and Vienna: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1976), 96-111. 

>See C 91, 94 (both 1857), 242 (1868); also Meuli in Afterword to Mutterrecht (GW 3: 
1097-1100), and Kienzle in Afterword to Tanaquil (GW, 6: 455-57). It is striking, nevertheless, 
that McLennan, the author of Primitive Marriage, did come upon the Mutterrecht shortly after 
he had published his own study. 
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attention of a few farseeing colleagues, like Josef Kohler, the legal com- 
paratist, who shared his broad interdisciplinary and sociological interests, 
and Alexis Giraud-Teulon, the Genevan sociologist, who tried to make 
his work known in France.'° Soon after his death, however, his fortunes 
changed. At certain high points his reputation even began to approach 
or surpass that of his formidable enemy. But the clientele of the maverick 
Swiss scholar was significantly different from that of the internationally 
acclaimed Nobel prize-winner and permanent secretary of the prestigious 
Prussian Academy of Sciences. While Mommsen’s admirers have always 
been recruited in the ranks of traditional, well-trained classical philologists, 
Bachofen found his among artists, poets, writers, and philosophers critical 
of the stifling social order of Wilhelmin Germany and disenchanted by 
what they took to be the trivializing labors of established academic schol- 
arship in history and philology. 

The relations of Bachofen and Nietzsche—the two men were friendly 
for a time during Nietzsche’s ten year stint as professor of philology at 
Basle—have attracted particular attention. There was much in Nietzsche 
to appeal strongly to the older scholar, not least Nietzsche’s denunciations 
of critical philologists and their ‘‘impertinent familiarity’ with the ancients 
and his fidelity to the idea of classical studies as an education of the total 
man rather than an institutionalized specialism or a career. The emphasis 
Nietzsche placed on the gulf separating the ancient world from that of 
its late nineteenth-century students, the importance he attached to the 
primitive foundation of Hellenic culture, even his impatience with books— 
certainly no less strange in one who occupied a chair of philology than 
in one who, as we shall see, had withdrawn from all institutional affili- 
tations—and his affirmation that self-development and self-discovery, not 
“science,” were the obligation of the truly cultivated man, defined a con- 
ception of scholarship that was remarkably close to Bachofen’s and that 
probably reflects similar intellectual influences and affiliations, from Pie- 
tism to Schopenhauer. It is hard to imagine that the older scholar did not 
welcome the appointment of the youthful Nietzsche to succeed Adolf 
Kiessling, whom he had scorned as a “‘bootlicker of Mommsen” (C 212, 
1866), or that he did not respond with as much enthusiasm to Nietzsche's 
Inaugural Address on ‘‘Homer and Classical Philology” on 28 May 1869 
as he apparently did three years later to The Birth of Tragedy. Nevertheless, 
if Nietzsche perhaps learned something from Bachofen, Bachofen could 
not learn from Nietzsche. Nietzsche finally turned his back on both Basle 
and philology. Bachofen, in contrast, remained—uncomfortably—bound 


© On Josef Kohler, professor of law at Wurzburg (1877-78) and at Berlin (1888-1919), 
see the substantial introduction by R. H. Barnes to his translation of Kohler’s On the Prehistory 
of Marriage: Totemism, Group Marriage, Mother Right (orig. German, 1897; Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1975). Several of Kohler’s works on comparative law were translated into 
English shortly after their first appearance in German. See also Guido Fasso, Histoire de la 
philosophie du droit, XIX et XX siécles, trans. C. Rouffet (Paris: Librairie générale de juris- 
prudence, 1976), 176-77. 
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to his early philological vocation, just as he remained—uncomfortably— 
bound to his native city, choosing in both cases the path of inner exile 
rather than that of open rupture. In the end, many German artists and 
intellectuals came, as Thomas Mann did, to see Bachofen and Nietzsche 
as representing diametrically opposed solutions to the dilemmas of 
modern man."’ 

It was not Nietzsche, but the members of the Kosmische Runde, an avant- 
garde artistic and philosophical movement in Munich at the end of the 
last century—notably Ludwig Klages, Karl Wolfskehl, and Alfred Schu- 
ler—who really made Bachofen’s reputation in Germany.” The circle of 


11 The texts in which Nietzsche is closest to Bachofen are the inaugural address on Homer, 
We Philologists, The Future of our Educational Institutions, and The Birth of Tragedy, which 
Frau Bachofen told C. A. Bernoulli her husband had read with deep satisfaction (Martin 
Vogel, Apollonisch und Dionysisch: Geschichte eines genialen Irrtums, Regensburg: Gustav Bosse 
Verlag, 1966, 99n). Like Burckhardt in this respect, Bachofen found it increasingly difficult 
to go along with Nietzsche’s work after The Birth of Tragedy, despite his initial warm sympathy 
for the man. Frau Bachofen recounts that even personal relations with Nietzsche cooled, 
then broke off altogether. The estrangement between the two men was probably due not 
so much to Nietzsche’s increasingly philosophical bent-there is something disingenuous 
about Burckhardt’s insinuations, in his letters to Nietzsche, that the cause of his growing 
reserve with respect to his erstwhile colleague was his own lack of philosophical talent; 
Burckhardt knew as well as anybody that Nietzsche was in no sense a professional philos- 
opher, had not been trained as one, and did not use the language or the style of professional 
philosophy-as to his increasingly free and direct exploration of the problems that concerned 
him. The Birth of Tragedy, though it irritated the professional philologists in Berlin, was still 
recognizably a work of philology. It concerned ancient Greek culture, the relation of ancient 
art and ancient religion, the relation of dramatic and epic representation, and similar ques- 
tions. If it seems revolutionary to us today, that is partly because we read it from the 
perspective of Nietzsche’s later work, which Bachofen and Burckhardt could not do, and 
partly because most of us have forgotten the tradition of classical philology, from Zoega on, 
in which contemporaries could easily place it. As a work of philology, it was well received 
by Nietzsche’s colleagues at Basle. With the writing of Human All Too Human and Dawn of 
Day, however, in 1878 and 1881, Nietzsche had clearly broken with the philological and 
historical disciplines which, for Bachofen and Burckhardt, however free they might be in 
their attitudes to those disciplines, still provided a residual order and objectivity, a bulwark 
against the total disintegration of all established order. In Bachofen’s case, in addition, 
Nietzsche’s overt hostility to religion may have contributed to the estrangement of the two 
men. Bachofen could tolerate the quiet atheism of Overbeck, but he may well have found 
the increasingly militant anti-Christian fulminations of Overbeck’s friend unacceptable. 

On the relations of Bachofen and Nietzsche the most important study is Alfred Baeumler, 
“Bachofen und Nietzche,” first published in 1929, in his Studien zur deutschen Geistesges- 
chichte (1937; 3rd ed., Berlin: Junker und Diinnhaupt, 1943), 220-43. The question of Bach- 
ofen’s relation to Nietzsche is also central to Baeumler’s extensive and learned introduction 
to extracts from Bachofen’s works, published as Der Mythus von Orient und Occident: eine 
Metaphysik der alten Welt, aus den Werken von J. J. Bachofen (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1926). A 
second edition of this work appeared in 1956, and Baeumler’s introduction was later pub- 
lished separately, with an addition, as Das mythische Weltalter: Bachofens Deutung des Alter- 
tums, mit einem Nachwort, Bachofen und die Religionsgeschichte (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1965). 
The relation to Nietzsche is also emphasized by Baeumler’s colleague, Manfred Schroter, in 
his introduction to a new edition of Bachofen’s Das lykische Volk (Leipzig; H. Haessel, 1924). 
On the opposition of Bachofen and Nietzsche, see note 16 below. 

' See especially the important tribute to Bachofen in the essay on sources following 
Klages’s Vom kosmogonischen Eros (Munich: Georg Miiller, 1922; 4 editions until 1941): 
“Verfasser dieser Zeilen bekennt, dass die ihm um die Jahrhundertwende zuteil gewordene 
Bekanntschaft mit den Hauptwerken Bachofens sein weiteres Leben entscheidend mitbes- 
timmte” (quoted from Ludwig Klages, Samtliche Werke, 8 vols., Bonn: Bouvier Verlag Herbert 
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poets and artists grouped around Stefan George after 1905 continued the 
interest in Bachofen sparked by the Kosmiker, with whom George had 
been associated, and it is not an accident that Karl Meuli, the Swiss eth- 
nologist who served as editor-in-chief of the recent edition of Bachofen’s 
collected works, had been attracted in his youth to the George circle in 
Munich.’ In important ways, the opposition of George and Max Weber 
in the years just before the First World War repeats that of Bachofen and 
Mommsen in the middle years of the nineteenth century, even though the 
personal relations of George and Max Weber were warmer and the two 
men both understood each other far better and respected each other more 
than Bachofen and Mommsen. 

Neither Bachofen’s relation to Nietzsche, problematic as it admittedly 
was, nor the distinction he shared with Nietzsche of being taken up by 
a succession of writers closely associated with National Socialism, like 
Manfred Schroéter and Alfred Baeumler, the Berlin professor of philosophy 
who assumed direction of the Nazi Institute for Political Pedagogy in 
1933,'* did anything to enhance his standing among traditional philolo- 
gists or liberal-minded thinkers. Even a superficial investigation of the 
literature on Bachofen in German will quickly confirm that, while Momm- 
sen is perceived not only as a superb philologist but as a leading and 
inspiring figure in Germany’s liberal and rational tradition, Bachofen is 
usually aligned with the forces of irrationalism, myth, and Blut und Boden. 
In the polemics that accompanied the Bachofen revival in the twenties of 
the present century this interpretation of Bachofen’s significance is un- 
mistakable.'° It is, moreover, like politically motivated criticisms of 


Grundmann, 1969-74. 3: 495). Klages’s comments on Bachofen were republished as an 
introduction to the edition of Versuch tiber die Grabersymbolik der Alten published by C. A. 
Bernoulli in 1925 (Basle: Helbing und Lichtenhahn). 

On the Kosmische Runde, see Claude David, Stefan George: son oeuvre poétique (Lyon: 
I. A. C., 1952), 196-209; Hans-Jiirgen Linke, Das Kultische in der Dichtung Stefan Georges 
(Munich and Diisseldorf: Helmut Ktipper, 1960). 1: 59-62; Ernst Morwitz, Kommentar zu 
George (Munich and Dtisseldorf: Helmut Ktipper, 1960), 46, 389. 

13 Franz Jung, “Biographisches Nachwort,” in Karl Meuli, Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Thomas 
Gelzer (Basle and Stuttgart: Schwabe & Co., 1975), 2: 1158. 

14 Baeumler, an authority on Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche, and the collaborator of Manfred 
Schroter, another Bachofen enthusiast in the Nazi ranks, on a Handbuch der Philosophie 
(Munich and Berlin: Oldenbourg, 1933), is notorious as the editor of Alfred Rosenberg’s 
Schriften und Reden (1943) and of various Nazi pedagogical and ideological tracts. See on 
him Max Weinrich, Hitler’s Professors (New York: Yiddish Scientific Institute, 1946), 23-25, 
and Winfried Joch, Theorie einer politischen Padagogik: Alfred Baeumlers Beitrag zur Padagogie 
im Nationalsozialismus (Bern: Herbert Lang; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1971). 

1° In favor of Bachofen: Baeumler (see above, note 11); Schréter (see above, note 11; and 
his introduction to Bachofen’s Oknos der Seilflecher (Munich: C. H. Beck, n.d.), vii-lvi; C. A. 
Bernoulli, J. J. Bachofen und das Natursymbol (Basel: Schwabe, 1924); and Werner Deubel, 
“Der Kampf um Johann Jakob Bachofen,” Preussische Jahrbticher 209 (1927): 66-75, though 
the latter takes issue with Baeumler for trying to reconcile Bachofen’s insights into the 
chthonic age of humanity with his Christian convictions and supports Klages’s view that 
Bachofen’s Christianity, like his philosophy of history, is simply tacked on to startlingly 
revolutionary insights that are in reality incompatible with it. Against Bachofen: most force- 
fully Ernst Howald, “Wider Johann Jakob Bachofen,” (1924) reprinted in Humanismus und 
Europdaertum (Ztirich and Stuttgart: Artemis Verlag, 1957), 63-75; Ernst Karl Winter, “Bach- 
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Nietzsche or Heidegger, not entirely wide of the mark. Nevertheless, it 
is insufficient. Bachofen’s work was a point of reference for the entire 
German tradition of Kulturkritik, or criticism of liberal, bourgeois culture, 
in the first half of the twentieth century, whether the criticism came from 
the right or from the left. A complete account of Bachofen’s legacy would 
have to explain how it came to be shared by Marxists and Nazis, how it 
could inspire Erich Fromm and Walter Benjamin, as well as Alfred Baeum- 
ler and Manfred Schroter, and how it could happen that Thomas Mann, 
who warned of the dangerous political significance of the Bachofen revival 
in the 1920s, was at the same time so profoundly moved by the Swiss 
scholar’s approach to myth that through his influence Karl Kerényi was 
transformed—"‘liberated,’’ as he wrote himself—from ἃ ‘“humanist scholar 
of religion”’ into a ‘‘mythologist, prepared to journey, together with As- 
clepidean spirits, to the realm of the great mythologies.’’”° 

A full scale study of Bachofen in English would make a valuable 
contribution to our understanding of German and European cultural his- 
tory in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Something of Bachofen’s 
importance and of the interest his work continues to hold may, however, 
be conveyed by a more modest inquiry into the contemporary cultural, 
political, and intellectual context and implications of his attack on 
Mommseen. 


ofen-Renaissance,” Zeitschrift fiir die gesamte Staatswissenschaft 85 (1928): 316-42—an ex- 
cellent overview of the entire debate—and B.Croce, “Il Bachofen e la storiografia afilologica,”’ 
Atti della Reale Accademia di Scienze morale e politiche di Napoli, 51 (1928): 158-76. Croce’s 
position is moderate and understanding, albeit ultimately negative, and his article contributed 
to the ‘revival’ through the publication of some then unknown letters from Bachofen to 
the Italian scholar and antiquarian Augustino Gervasio. In a middle position, arguing for a 
more rational Bachofen, a philosopher of history in the German idealist tradition: Georg 
Schmidt, Johann Jakob Bachofens Geschichtsphilosophie (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1929), a Uni- 
versity of Basle dissertation, and, some years later, J. Lesser, ‘Johann Jakob Bachofen, zu 
seinem 50. Todestag am 25 November 1937,” Philosophia (Belgrade), 2 (1937): 251-69. 

16 Benjamin’s essay on Bachofen was drafted in French in 1934-35 with the modest aim 
of presenting the Swiss scholar’s writings to a public that knew nothing of them. It was not 
published, however, until 1954. A German translation appeared in 1971 in Text + Kritik, 
31/32: 28-40. Fromm’s essay is referred to in note 4 above. Mann’s critique of Bachofen 
in 1926 in Pariser Rechenschaft (Gesammelte Werke, Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 1974, 
12: 47-51) was occasioned by Baeumler’s recently published introduction and selection of 
texts, Der Mythus von Orient und Occident. Kerényi’s comment is in a prefatory note, dated 
1944, to the Kerényi-Mann correspondence (Mythology and Humanism: the Correspondence 
of Thomas Mann and Karl Kerényi, trans. A. Gelley, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975, 
28-29). The problem of the cultural significance of Bachofen in the German tradition is 
extremely complex. While Bachofen’s influence seems to run parallel to Nietzsche’s in some 
cases—that of Ludwig Klages, for instance—many of those who were most apprehensive 
of its effects, such as Thomas Mann, Ernst Howald (‘Wider Johann Jakob Bachofen’”, 1924, 
in his Humanismus und Europdertum, Zirich and Stuttgart: Artemis Verlag, 1957, 63-75), or 
Konrad Heiden (A History of National Socialism, Eng. trans. London: Methuen, 1934, 359) 
oppose Bachofen to Nietzsche, as an erroneous and regressive in contrast to a productive 
and heroic solution to what they all perceive as the dilemma of liberal democratic society. 


Il. THE PROPHET OF BASLE 


French travelers, were traditionally one hour behind those of the 

neighboring countries. A few attempts, inspired by Enlightenment, 
to synchronize Basle time with that of the world around met with the 
determined resistance of the citizenry, until this idiosyncracy, along with 
more important customs and institutions, was swept away, in the wake 
of the French Revolution, by the short-lived Helvetic Republic. Basle did 
not set its clocks back again at the Restoration. Nevertheless, throughout 
the nineteenth century it remained a deeply conservative city, proud of 
its independence and its past glories. 

When it joined the Swiss Confederation in 1501, after much hestitation 
and hard bargaining, Basle already had a distiguished history as a Free 
City of the Empire and as one of the leading centers of humanist learning, 
art, and printing in the German speaking lands. As the Swiss Confeder- 
ation, prior to the Federal Constitution of 1848, was little more than a 
close-knit, permanent defensive alliance—“‘Il y a des Cantons, il n’y a pas 
de Suisse,”” Tocqueville remarked in 1836—the citizens of Basle continued, 
at least until the middle of the nineteenth century, to regard their city as 
an autonomous state within the Confederation. Situated at the meeting 
point of French ruled Alsace, the German Duchy of Baden, and the other 
cantons of the Confederation, it appeared to them unique and distinct 
with respect to all of these. Even quite recently, elderly inhabitants of 
Basle have been known to speak of ‘’going to Switzerland”” when leaving 
their city for one of the other cantons. 

Though quite highly industrialized by the early nineteenth century, 
Switzerland knew nothing of the massive growth of towns and the huge 
migrations of population that accompanied the Industrial Revolution in 
England. Rights of settlement were strictly controlled—and grudgingly 
granted—by the individual cantons, which remained relatively stable de- 
mographically until mid-century. Industry was only gradually organized 
in factories. The manufacture of silk ribbons, the mainstay of the Basle 
economy and the foundation on which the fortunes of many of its leading 
families had been built, remained predominantly a putting-out industry 
run by merchant capitalists. There was a spurt in factory production during 
the heyday of steam-driven looms around the mid-century but a surprising 
amount of work was still being farmed out to individuals in the rural areas 
around Basle in the early decades of the present century. Politically too, 
Basle entered the modern age cautiously and with misgivings. Though 
some of the outstanding architects of the modern Swiss Confederation 


i: clocks of Basle, if we can believe the accounts of English and 
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were drawn from old Basle families—Achille Bischoff worked for a federal 
customs union, Benedikt La Roche for a federal postal system, Johann 
Jacob Speiser became director of the Central Bank and introduced a federal 
currency and a federal coinage, Carl Geigy championed and helped fi- 
nance the construction of a federal railway system—the city leadership 
seems on the whole to have been dragged unwillingly along in the process 
of centralization which began with the new Federal Constitution of 1848. 
Many of the old families, among whom the city fathers had been recruited 
for over two centuries, looked apprehensively on centralization, railways, 
industrialization, and immigration as threats to the traditional, closed, 
semi-patriarchal community they considered themselves obligated to pre- 
serve and protect. 

After mid-century, however, modern life began to transform the tra- 
ditional ways of Basle. The Strasbourg railway reached the outskirts of 
the city in 1844, the railway from Germany shortly afterwards. Banking 
operations, which had been a family business run by the merchant-man- 
ufacturers, were revolutionized by the formation of modern joint-stock 
banks capable of financing the railways and other large-scale industrial 
projects typical of the second half of the century. From modest beginnings 
as an adjunct to the manufacture of silk ribbons, the chemical industry 
increased in importance until by the last quarter of the century its con- 
tribution to the city’s economy began to rival that of the ribbon industry 
itself. Again, the old families appear to have been divided in their attitude 
to this development. The most liberal and enterprising sons of the patri- 
ciate, influenced by the progressive ideas of Christoph Bernoulli (1782- 
1863), an early champion of science, technology, and industry, took the 
lead in promoting it, but others looked on it with deep misgiving, and 
considered the manufacture of synthetic dyes not only unsanitary and 
deleterious to public health, but unnatural and immoral. Johann Rudolf 
Geigy-Merian, one of the younger patricians most eager to adapt to the 
new order of industrial capitalism and the man most responsible for 
launching the present Geigy Chemical Company on the road to com- 
mercial success, at first provided financial support for the pioneering efforts 
of an associate, preferring not to engage the family firm and the family 
reputation directly in what seemed a risky and not altogether respectable 
enterprise. 

New industries, along with new techniques and modes of production 
in the older ones, led to a far more rapid increase of population in the 
later years of the century than in the earlier ones, and the native artisan 
class was gradually overwhelmed by a new proletariat. At the beginning 
of the century, half the inhabitants of the city were sufficiently well es- 
tablished and comfortably off to enjoy burgher rights. By the 1880s those 
enjoying burgher rights were outnumbered by nonburghers four to one. 
What the patriciate had consistently sought to avoid—the destruction of 
the old community and corporate life of the city by a vast influx of foreign 
workers—had finally come to pass, partly as a result of the very adjust- 
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ments the partriciate itself had had to make to changed political, social, 
and economic conditions. 

Most of the patrician families of Basle—the Bernoullis, the Burckhardts, 
the Geigys, the Heuslers, the Iselins, the La Roches, the Merians, the 
Paravicinis, the Sarasins, the Sosins, the Vischers—had originally immi- 
grated to the city as wealthy refugees from religious persecution in France, 
Italy, and the Spanish Netherlands, or from the disorders of the Thirty 
Years’ War. They had been welcomed because of the skills and the capital 
they brought to the city and because their commercial and industrial ac- 
tivities, being new, did not conflict with those of the old established guilds. 
The remarkable degree of social harmony that prevailed in Basle for over 
two centuries was due in no small measure to the careful avoidance of 
conflict by both parties. By the end of the nineteenth century the conditions 
which had permitted that social harmony no longer obtained. The de- 
struction of the old patriarchal and communitarian city was symbolized 
by the demolition, in 1850, of the fourteenth-century city walls and the 
rapid expansion of the town into the surrounding country. 

Like his better known contemporary and fellow citizen Jacob Burck- 
hardt, Bachofen lived through these changes and they deeply affected his 
relation both to his native city and to the material civilization and the 
centralized state power that seemed to threaten its existence in the form 
in which he knew and loved it. Though not quite as long established in 
Basle as the Burckhardts, the Bachofens had been burghers since the six- 
teenth century and their highly successful silk-ribbon business had been 
in their hands since 1720. They owned valuable properties on or near the 
Miinsterplatz, and in 1828 they moved into a handsome neoclassical town- 
house on the Sankt Alban Graben—adjacent to the present Museum of 
Ancient Art—which Bachofen’s father, Johann Jacob Bachofen-Merian, 
had had designed by the leading architect in Switzerland, Melchior Berri, 
the brother-in-law of Jacob Burckhardt. The eighteenth-century Bachofens 
had been knowledgeable connoisseurs and the family art collection in- 
herited by Bachofen’s father, himself a considerable collector, must have 
been one of the richest in Switzerland. It included works by Giorgione, 
Rembrandt, Vermeer, Van Dyck, Hobbema, David Teniers, Poussin, and 
Greuze; and it was cited in contemporary guidebooks as one of the notable 
curiosities of the city. Less active in city politics than some other leading 
families, tending literally to mind their own business, the Bachofens were 
nevertheless well established, well respected, extremely well to do, and 
connected by marriage with the other prominent families or Geschlechter 
of the city—the Burckhardts, the Forcarts, the Merians, the Passavants.’” 


17 Information concerning Basle and its history has been drawn from the following sources: 
Edgar Bonjour, ‘Basel im Schweizerbund” (essays on Swiss history) in his Die Schweiz und 
Europa: ausgewahlte Reden und Aufsdtze, vol. 1 (Basle: Helbing und Lichtenhahn, 1958): 143- 
244; idem, ‘’Basels Anteil an der Entwicklung der neuen Schweiz” (further essays on Swiss 
history) in his Die Schweiz und Europa, vol. 6 (1979); 133-233; idem, Die Universitat Basel 
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The Basle patriciate was not unaffected by the repercussions of the 
French Revolution in Switzerland. Though the Helvetic Republic had been 
short-lived, the Act of Mediation restored the old cantonal governments 
on a far broader electoral basis, especially—in Basle—with respect to the 
relative representation on the City Council of the town itself and of the 
country districts dependent on it, than had prevailed in the Ancien Régime. 
When the Allies returned Switzerland to the status quo ante in 1814, the 
Basle patriciate appears to have resolved to make reforms in its own house 
in order to retain control of the city. The university was revived and 
thoroughly modernized, and the wealthier families began to educate their 
sons with a deliberate view to public office. More and more, especially 
after the city was forcibly separated from its rebellious rural territories and 
reconstituted as the autonomous canton of Basel-Stadt in 1833, the cen- 
turies-old tradition of entrusting the government of the canton to prom- 
inent burghers after they had retired from active life in trade or commerce 
gave way to a new regime in which the patriciate exercised power through 
a specially trained administrative cadre of jurists, professors, and educated 
rentiers drawn from its ranks. In seeking to avoid the creation of a salaried 
career bureaucracy, the patriciate seems to have been moved not only by 
fiscal conservatism but by a concern that its scope of action should not 
be restricted by any body alien to it. Professional bureaucracies, not sur- 


1460-1960 (Basle: Helbing und Lichtenhahn, 1971); Carl Jacob Burckhardt, “Basel,” in Ges- 
ammelte Werke, vol. 5 (Bern, Munich, Vienna: Scherz, 1971): 381-88; Paul Burckhardt, Ges- 
chichte der Stadt Basel von der Zeit der Reformation bis zur Gegenwart (Basle: Helbing und 
Lichtenhahn, 2nd ed., 1957); Alfred Biirgin, Geschichte des Geigy-Unternehmens: Ein Beitrag 
zur Basler Unternehmer-und Wirtschaftsgeschichte (Basle: Kommissionsverlag Birkhauser, 
1958); Paul Doppler, Organisation und Aufgabenkreis der Stadtgemeinde Basel (1803-1876) (In- 
genbohl: Theodosius-Buchdruckerei, 1933); Eduard Fueter, Die Schweiz seit 1848: Geschichte, 
Politik, Wirtschaft (Ztirich and Leipzig: Orell Ftissli, 1928); Handbuch der schweizerischen Volks- 
wirtschaft (Bern: Benteli, 1955); L. F. Haber, The Chemical Industry during the Nineteenth 
Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958); Albert Hauser, Schweizerische Wirtschafts- und So- 
zialgeschichte (Erlenbach-Zurich and Stuttgart: Eugen Rentsch, 1961); Maurice Lévy-Boyer, 
Les Bangues européennes et l’industrialisation internationale dans la premiére moitié du XIX‘ 
siécle (Paris: Presses Universitaries de France 1964); Andreas Miller, Struktur und soziale 
Funktion der Universitat Basel (Winterthur: P. G. Keller, 1955); Willy Pfister, Die Einbiirgerung 
der Auslander in der Stadt Basel im 19. Jahrhundert (Basle: Kommissionsverlag Friedrich Rein- 
hardt, 1976); Heinz Polivka, Die chemische Industrie im Raume von Basel (Basle: Helbing und 
Lichtenhahn, 1974); Andreas Staehelin, Geschichte der Universitat Basel 1818-1835 (Basle: 
Helbing und Lichtenhahn, 1959); idem, Professoren der Universitat Basel aus fiinf Jahrhunderten 
(Basle: Friedrich Reinhardt, 1960); Peter Slotz, Basler Wirtschaft in vor- und friihindustrieller 
Zeit (Ziirich: Schulthess Polygraphischer Verlag, 1977); La Suisse économique et sociale, ouv- 
rage publié par le Département fédéral de l’€conomie publique (Einsiedeln: Etablissements 
Benziger, 1927). 

On Bachofen himself, the best biography to date is by Karl Meuli in GW 3: 1012-79. On 
the Bachofen family and art collection, F. Vischer-Ehinger, Chronik der Familie Bachofen in 
Basel (Basle: E. Birkhauser, 1911). On Bachofen’s studies and scholarly career, the typescript 
of what was to have been volume 5 of GW, consisting of a catalog of the Nachlass, with a 
substantial introduction by Johannes Doérmann, is invaluable; it is preserved in Basle Univ. 
Library, Department of MSS. I also benefited from conversation with the author of the most 
recent study of Bachofen (Andreas Cesana, Johann Jacob Bachofens Geschichtsdeutung: eine 
Untersuchung ihrer geschichtsphilosophischen Voraussetzungen, unpublished diss. Basle, 1978), 
who told me that in his opinion Bachofen at mid-century was the richest man in Basle. 
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prisingly, were a constant butt of criticism from both Bachofen and Burck- 
hardt, who always represented them, in eighteenth-century style, as alien- 
ated instruments of despotism. 

Bachofen’s education suggests that his family may have had in mind 
for him a role in this reformed administration, as well as in the family 
business. At the age of five he was enrolled in Herr Miinzinger’s private 
school, where he preceded Burckhardt by a few years. Two years later, 
in 1822, he went on to the Gemeindeschule, then to the Gymnasium 
(1825), the Padagogium or preparatory college of the university (1831), 
and finally the University of Basle (1834). His teachers were the same as 
Burckhardt’s.'? From 1835 to 1837 he attended the University of Berlin, 
where he heard the greatest scholars of the day—Béckh in philology, 
Ranke in history, Ritter in geography, and Savigny in law.’” In 1837-1838 
he was at Gottingen. Though he had by then forsaken philology to seek 
a degree in law, possibly at the urging of his family, his interest in phil- 
ological study remained lively for he brought with him a letter of intro- 
duction from his old teacher at the Basle Padagogium, Franz Dorotheus 
Gerlach, to Carl Otfried Miiller, the great Romantic philologist, who held 
a chair at Gottingen. The letter indicates that he planned to attend Miller’s 
lectures.”° 

As the Basle ribbon manufacturers had important business connections 
with France, England, and America, it is not surprising that Bachofen was 
sent off to France and England to acquaint himself with the language and 
laws of these two countries. In 1838 he left for Paris, where he spent a 
year as an apprentice in a French law firm. He then crossed the Channel 
and continued his education in England. In London, then at Cambridge, 
where he relates that he was particularly happy and was invited to become 
a fellow of Magdalene College, he not only read extensively in English 
law but was an attentive observer of contemporary English life and in- 
stitutions. Before leaving the British Isles, he traveled north to Liverpool 
and visited Scotland, venturing as far west as Iona. In 1840 he returned 
to Basle, and shortly afterwards was appointed professor of law at the 
university. 

There is considerable evidence that, as a young man, Bachofen was a 
liberal or at least had liberal sympathies, and that he shared the optimistic 
confidence of many scholars and thinkers in the period before 1848— 


18 On the teachers of Bachofen and Burckhardt, see the full and detailed account in Werner 
Kaegi, Jacob Burckhardt: eine Biographie, vol. 1 (Basle: Schwabe & Co., 1947). 

19 Copious notes of Béckh’s lectures on the Philologische Enzyklopddie and Alterthtimer der 
Hellener are preserved in Basle Univ. Library, Bachofen-Archiv, 18, 19; of Ranke’s lectures 
on German History, modern History, and recent History, in Bachofen-Archiv 20-23; and 
of Savigny’s lectures on the Institutions and the Pandects, in Bachofen-Archiv, 26, 27. 

20 “Finer meiner ehemaligen Schiiler Herr Bachofen, Stud. Juris.. . . wiinscht in Gottingen 
seine Studien zu vollenden, um unter ihrer trefflichen Leitung noch in der Forschung des 
Alterthums geférdert zu werden’ (dated Basle, 20 October, 1837, in Carl Otfried Miuiller: 
Briefe aus einem gelehrten Leben 1797-1840, ed. Siegfried Reiter, Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 
1950, 1: 322). 
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Humboldt, Ranke, Hegel, Savigny, each in his own way—in the possibility 
of reconciling the old and the new, the values of tradition and the values 
championed and propagated by the Revolution, the culture of the age-old 
European communities and the organization of the modern political state, 
the faith of Christianity and the cult of pagan antiquity. By joining the 
Zofingerverein, for instance—a national association of well-meaning, mod- 
erately reforming Swiss students from well-to-do families, established in 
1819—he signified his sympathy with the goal of a more unified and 
centralized Swiss state and his opposition to the narrow and restrictive 
Kantonligeist. Indeed, in his address to the Basle Zofingia in 1834, on the 
anniversary of the Riitli oath, the founding act of the Swiss Confedera- 
tion—Bachofen was then nineteen years of age—he praised Switzerland 
as one of the few states that owe their origin to an act of popular will 
rather than the dynastic ambitions of a prince.*! Three years later in a 
letter to Gerlach from Gottingen he expressed his disgust at the summary 
dismissal of the seven university professors who had protested against the 
revocation of the liberal constitution (C 1, 1837). In 1839 the man who 
later stood opposed to every extension of state power wrote from Paris 
of his admiration both for the centralized organization of the French state, 
to which he attributed the intellectual and artistic vitality of Paris, and 
for the openness of all public institutions in France—libraries, universities, 
parliament itself—which he contrasted with the narrowness and secre- 
tiveness of public life in Switzerland (C 3, 1839). It is notable too that on 
his visit to Scotland in 1840 Bachofen sought out Sir William Hamilton, 
the acknowledged leader of the most liberal wing of Scottish philosophy 
since the death of Dugald Stewart.” 

In 1844, however, Bachofen resigned his professorship in the wake of 
a violent campaign in the radical press against what was perceived as a 
characteristic promotion by the established families of one of their own. 
The following year he also withdrew from the Grosser Rat or City Council, 
after serving for only a year. From that time until his death in 1887 he 
played no further role in the public life of Basle, retaining only the part- 
time function of judge at the Court of Appeals.” 


*1J. J. Bachofen, ‘Ueber Herkommen und Zucht. Rede gehalten am Griitlifest vor der 
Section Basel des Zofingervereins,” in Zofingia: Centralblatt des schweizerischen Zofingervereins 
(Basle, Feb. 1958, 98: 145). 

** Basle Univ. Library, Bachofen-Archiv 272, item 292. Note from Sir William Hamilton 
(24 June 1840). 

25 On the radical attacks on Bachofen’s appointment, see K. Meuli in GW 3: 1039; W. 
Kaegi, Jacob Burckhardt, 2 (1950): 399. Bachofen did agree to serve, from January 1855 until 
May 1858, on the university Curatel, the three-man committee which effectively determined 
university policy after the reform of the university administration in 1818 (Bachofen-Archiv 
279, 9-10). A letter from Julius Friedlander of Berlin (21 Nov. 1857) reporting Droysen’s 
opinion of a candidate for the chair of history at Basle dates from this period (Bachofen- 
Archiv 272, 59). But even without any official role, Bachofen appears to have been frequently 
consulted on university matters. According to Edgar Bonjour (Die Universitat Basel 1460- 
1960, Basle: Helbing and Lichtenhahn, 1971, 541-42), he was largely responsible for the 
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There seems little doubt that the events leading to Bachofen’s resig- 
nation marked him deeply and permanently. He had believed that he had 
something to contribute to the life of his native city, that he was destined 
to be one of its patres, and he had probably hoped to steer it, at his own 
speed and according to his own lights no doubt, in a moderately liberal 
direction. But others, he discovered, were not willing to entrust the for- 
tunes of the city to him and were impatient for more radical changes than 
he, in all likelihood, contemplated. His disappointment was more than 
personal: his liberal faith itself collapsed. It was shattered completely by 
the activities of the militant radicals of the mid-1840s, at Lucerne and 
elsewhere even more than at Basle. These culminated in 1847 in the Son- 
derbund War, which set the radical—mostly Protestant—cantons against 
the conservative—mostly Catholic—ones, and in which Basle, Protestant 
and commercial but also deeply conservative, tried unsuccessfully to play 
a mediating role. Thereafter Bachofen shared the angry contempt of his 
compatriot Burckhardt for what the latter referred to, with bitterness, as 
“the illusions . . . of 1830.’ 

The vigilant irony which enabled Burckhardt to overcome in some 
measure the dialectic of illusion and disillusion seems not to have been 
a solution for Bachofen, however. Far from abandoning the idealism of 
his youth, he spent his life piously preserving and protecting it until he 
transformed it into the image of a lost, immensely beautiful, and ever- 
regretted age of harmony and wholeness that pervades his entire work. 
Evoking the elation his friend Wilhelm Streuber experienced as a student 
at the University of Berlin in the mid-1830s and the disappointment he 
suffered on his return to Basle, Bachofen expressed his own continued 
mourning for the dream of reconciliation and harmony which the great 
teachers of his generation—Ranke, Savigny, Schleiermacher, Bockh—had 
held out to their students as capable of being realized in history.” 


In Streuber we find further confirmation of the magic which the Friedrich Wilhelm 
University exercises on sensitive and eager young minds. The combined presence 
of so many respected scholars, the high position they occupy, the importance 
attributed to scholarship in life and in the state, the coming together of so many 


appointment to the chair of law of Agathon Wunderlich and, after him, of R. von Jhering, 
two of the most distinguished legal scholars Germany produced in the nineteenth century. 
He withdrew from the Curatel on account of what he termed a gross insult on the part of 
one of his colleagues, “eines ungewaschenen Neu-Schweizers” (C 129, 1860). Nevertheless, 
even after this episode, Bachofen remained loyal to, if somewhat detached from the uni- 
versity. In 1877 he made a gift of 15,000 francs to the Padagogium for the support of sick 
or disabled teachers, and a gift of 5,000 francs to the Krankenkasse or sickness pension fund 
of the university, for the support of sick students, especially of those without family in the 
city. 

24 Jacob Burckhardt, Historische Fragmente, ed. Emil Diirr (Stuttgart: K. F. Koehler, 1957), 
270. 

2° Wilhem Theodor Streuber (1816-1857) began teaching classical philology at Basle in 
1841 and was appointed professor of classical philology at the university in 1851. In 1847 
he succeeded Burckhardt as editor of the Basler Zeitung, a post he occupied until just before 
his death. Streuber died ten months to the day after Bachofen’s mother. 
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hundreds of young men filled with the desire to learn, from all the German- 
speaking lands, all this highlights the beauty and dignity of the scholarly life. 
Every other concern vanishes away, and the soul is filled with a single idea. 
. . . Like one newborn Streuber enjoyed in Berlin what no later time of life ever 
brings back—the doubly blissful experience of a present full of contentment and 
satisfaction and of a proud and confident anticipation of the fruits of the future. 

. . Leaving Berlin he felt like a man who had been flying in a dream and now 
found himself, as he awoke, sinking back down to the harsh ground. . . . Now 
he suffered the double pain of memories full of melancholy and a future without 
help. He had girded himself up for life as for a joyful feast, but he had hardly 
begun to drink from the cup when the last lamps were extinguished and the last 
note fell silent (WTS vi, viii, xxxvi). 


Life in Basle was certainly a far cry from the joyful feast to which 
Bachofen, like Streuber, had once looked forward. ‘Along with many 
oustanding qualities, our good city of Basle,’’ Gerlach once wrote to his 
old student, ‘“has an overpowering tendency to philistine tediousness, 
which, God knows, is breathed in with the very air.’’”° Bachofen accepted 
the tediousness of life in his “highly uninteresting old native city” (C 162, 
1863) as a condition for which there was no remedy except ironical for- 
bearance. His letters convey not only the boredom and provincialism of 
what was then still the largest German-speaking city in Switzerland but 
a salutary capacity for writing about it with humor. Expressing his res- 
ervations about the estheticism of Burckhardt’s lectures on art in a letter 
to his friend Meyer-Ochsner in Ztirich, Bachofen added that “in any case 
it’s unlikely he will create much havoc here. The thoroughly unesthetic 
disposition of the Basle public will make sure of that. For it is not easily 
shaken out of its Imperial City composure and pursues the so-called higher 
pleasures only out of boredom” (C 109, 1958). On scholarly activities in 
Basle, he wrote on another occasion, “IJ have not much to tell you. An 
enormous centrifugal force dissipates everything and nothing significant 
happens. . . . The good folk of Basle cherish unconditional peace. The 
little bit of spirit there is is spent on credit banks and other swindles that 
go by the name of progress” (C 152, 1863). In a more playful mood he 
told Meyer-Ochsner of being visited by a ‘‘courteous and well-educated 
young man” from Frankfurt, who had been recommended to call on him. 


His age naturally called for some social distractions. How glad I would have 
been to provide him with these, if only it were possible. But in Basle, you know, 
at least as far as my eyes can see, there is no society and absolutely no association 
of the various families. Mr. Mylius speaks well of the dancing assemblies in Ziirich; 
he will have to forgo all that sort of thing here, for I do not recollect ever hearing 
of anyone dancing in Basle, except at the vile popular balls at carnival time. I come 
to the conclusion that with the best will in the world I have nothing to offer the 
young man except the advice that he not stay too long here. The natives go to bed 
early and discipline themselves from early youth to have as few needs as possible. 


26 Basle Univ. Library, Bachofen-Archiv 272, item 65. Gerlach to Bachofen, 15 Sept. 1851. 
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A lecture, an interminable symphony concert, and a sermon by Pater Hebich, voila 
tout (C 140, 1861). 


Marriage to Louise Elizabeth Burckhardt in 1865 and the birth of his 
son Wilhelm a year later did not alter Bachofen’s view of life in Basle. 
“Boredom as always,” he wrote to a friend in Rome in 1879. “In a city 
like Basle absolutely nothing happens, except what happens wherever 
there are human beings—baptisms and burials” (C 300, 1879). Toward 
the end of his life he wrote a series of letters to his little niece Annita, 
who was spending the winter in the south of France, to keep her abreast 
of events in Basle. ‘I should have to invent something,” he told her, “‘if 
I am to entertain you pleasantly. For nothing new is to be discovered 
either on the Gerbergasse or on the Baarfusserplatz” (C 333, 1886). 


I am answering your letter right away, though there isn’t much to tell. One day 
is very much like another here. We get up in the morning, consume four meals, 
then retire to bed again. If the sun shines we go out, if it rains we take our 
umbrellas along like everybody else. One day I begin my walk with the Sankt- 
Alban-Vorstadt, next day with the Aeschenvorstadt, the day after with the great 
Gerbergasse. Every morning I drink cocoa, every evening tea. 

Wie intressant, wie intressant 

O du, mein herrlich Schweizerland! (C 336, 1887) 


If humor provided some relief from a reality, from which, since 1844 
at least, Bachofen no longer expected any joy or satisfaction, there was 
also a more powerful consolation. Italy, for Bachofen as for Burckhardt, 
was the golden land, the only place, according to his correspondence, 
where he was truly happy. In his large, comfortable house in the grey old 
city on the Rhine he would dream of it or plot trips with his friend and 
fellow-philologist from Zurich, Heinrich Meyer-Ochsner; and then sud- 
dently, on an impulse, he would be off, wandering up and down the 
peninsula, visiting his beloved burial sites and adoring the unchanging 
beauty of the landscape. It is striking that in his autobiography, when he 
wanted to emphasize the ties that bind a man to his homeland, the phrase 
that came to his mind was one that its author, Madame de Staél, had used 
to describe her heroine’s attachment to Italy. Bachofen’s Italy was not 
Burckhardt’s, however. He was not drawn to the land of art and culture, 
but to a more ancient, prehistorical, pre- or early Roman Italy, an Italy 
“ieratica e sacerdotale,’’ as he himself declared, quoting an Italian col- 
league,”’ an Italy of primitive piety and religion with its deepest roots, as 


27 C 257, to Meyer-Ochsner, 18 Feb. 1869, quoting Ang. Leosini, ‘’La Provinzia dell’ Abruzzo,” 
Rivista italiana di scienze, lettere ed arti, 127 (1863). Cf. also C 65: “The subsequent studies 
[of the Geschichte der Rémer] are to describe the fortunes of Central Italy before the foundation 
of Rome and at least to suggest how great was the flowering of those centuries, which are 
the golden age of Italy. The mighty realm of Alba, of which so low an opinion is held, and 
which is now regarded virtually as mythical and legendary, lay especially close to my heart.” 
On Burckhardt’s longing for Italy, see the letter to Hermann Schauenberg from Berlin, 27 
February, 1847: “Italy opened my eyes, and since then my whole life is consumed by a great 
longing for the golden age, for the harmony of things” (The Letters of Jacob Burckhardt, 
selected, edited and translated by Alexander Dru, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1955, 
104). 
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he believed, not in Greece, but in the eternal Orient. Unlike Burckhardt, 
he had no sympathy with the political aspirations of modern Italy, was 
horrified by the 1848 Revolution in Rome, which he witnessed personally, 
and even found himself supporting the Papal States. Garibaldi was a term 
of abuse in his vocabulary, and in the modern Italians he saw, for the 
most part, only degenerate, unworthy successors of those antique inhab- 
itants of the Italian soil whose history, traditions, customs, social orga- 
nization, and religion he spent most of his life trying to understand and 
to reconstruct.”*® 

On other occasions he traveled to Paris, to London, to Dresden or to 
Karlsruhe, to study vases and sarcophagi in the museums, or to Stuttgart 
or Breslau, to attend the meetings of the Association of German Philol- 
ogists, Teachers, and Orientalists. But he always returned to Basle—’’Bas- 
ileam, horridam terram et asperam,” as he liked to say, adapting Tacitus 
(C 69, 1851), and he was never tempted to leave it.*” He quoted approv- 
ingly from memory (the quotation is slightly inaccurate) Madame de Staél’s 
observation in Corinne that “Les années passées a l’étranger sont comme 
des branches sans racine,”’” and added his own comment: 


One has firm roots only in one’s native soil. The great experiences of life can be 
gone through only there, for the destinies of families and states are not played 
out in one life, but only in a whole series of generations following one upon the 
other (SB 25). 


In its very drabness Basle seems to have been regarded by Bachofen 
as a sort of haven. The tension in his work between nostalgia for a lost 
Eden in which sensuality and spirituality were not in conflict—the age 
of the Mothers—and acceptance of the triumph of spirit—the age of the 
Fathers—recurs in his correspondence as a tension between the powerful 
attraction of Italy and the South (C 84, 134) and gratitude for the security 
provided by the cold, grey city on the Rhine. The South for Bachofen, as 
later for the hero of Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, is not only the happy 
abode of sunlight and sensuality, it is also a dangerous place in which the 
unwary traveler may be attacked by mortal fevers. In one of his letters 
to Meyer-Ochsner, Bachofen tells of having fallen sick in Montpellier 
from overactivity in the oppressive heat and of having returned half dead 
to Basle as to a “‘liebes Schtitzenvaterland” (C 134). His inner exile from 
this beloved and protective fatherland appears to have been interpreted 
by him in a deeply Christian and Calvinist sense as a trial and a destiny 
placed upon him by Providence, so that he might seek out his true vocation 
and dedicate himself single-mindedly to it. It was thus something to be 
borne with fortitude, if not without pain.*° A decade after he withdrew 


*® See the disparaging remarks in GR 9, 11: the Milanese, according to Bachofen, are “eine 
liederliche Bevélkerung, die besser nicht existierte.’” The women of Venice and Trieste are 
characterized by ‘‘eine ungemeine Liederlichkeit und 6ffentliche Unsittlichkeit.”’ 

29 He turned down invitations to teach at Ziirich and at Freiburg in Breisgau in 1841 and 
1850 respectively. (See Meuli, GW 3: 1039-40). 

°° See the moving pages in GR 7-8: ‘On March 11th, I left home, at 8.30 in the morning. 
The sky was overcast. My heart also. The eleventh is always a fateful day for me. My first 
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from both the university and the Rat he was presenting the failure of his 
expectation of public office as a providential opportunity that released him 
from humdrum obligations for which he had no real taste and from a 
greater involvement in law than he desired and that allowed him to devote 
his life to what had always been closest to his heart, philology and the 
study of the prehistoric past: 


Here in Switzerland, no one who has studied can decline to take part in public 
affairs, least of all one who has acquired a doctorate in law and, as the shopkeepers 
say, has nothing to do. Study for the sake of study is something that is not 
understood by a people whose character is chiefly distinguished by practical con- 
cerns.. . . But my plans were sharply opposed to the public opinion of my native 
land (M 9). 


Nevertheless, Bachofen’s withdrawal from the public life of his native 
city was never regarded by him as marking a break with it. However 
estranged he may have been from contemporary Basle, he always thought 
of himself not as an outsider critical of traditional culture but as a member 
of a community that was larger than that of the immediate present, a 
community whose values he had inherited and was obligated to preserve 
and hand on, especially in a time of adversity that appeared to him as 
a winter of the spirit. 

Between Burckhardt and Bachofen there were many differences in tem- 
perament, in outlook, and in worldly fortune. Burckhardt achieved inter- 
national renown in his lifetime and was called to Berlin to succeed Ranke— 
a call he declined—whereas Bachofen early abandoned the relatively suc- 
cessful career he had begun as a specialist in law and legal history, ruined 
his reputation as a scholar by obstinately rejecting Niebuhrian criticism, 
and devoted his life to studies that were not in the academic mainstream 


journey to Italy began on 11 September 1842. On 11 March 1843, my journey to Naples. 
On 11 October my journey to Rome. On 11 November my arrival there. On 11 May, my 
departure. All this unintentionally and absolutely without design. I can’t overlook such 
coincidences. What will the 11ths that are to come bring? Many different things no doubt, 
but one thing never, for which however I would gladly give up everything else! . . . I have 
always hoped, and hope has always revived in me. And through all this hoping I have 
become a man, and now 1 suffer with a proud consciousness of my strength. To be unblessed 
by happiness is still not to be unhappy. Conscious renunciation awakens a remarkable self- 
confidence, a pride such as even the consciousness of successfully applied energies can hardly 
provoke, and an intense feeling of our subordination to a higher world order, which is the 
richest source of virtue in entire peoples as well as in particular individuals.” Difficult personal 
experiences, Bachofen goes on, lead us to recognize our true personal worth. ‘‘Nothing is 
left to us but the inner core of things. What was dearest to us is most often the thing that 
is affected. Can some one, who feels himself called to a particular office, be affected by 
anything more deeply shattering than when he finds that it is impossible for him to exercise 
this One Thing. That very thing is what is taken from him, and thereby life loses for him 
all its external value. But it must be taken from him, in order that nothing should remain 
that could distract him from the One Great Thing that alone has value. Even our best qualities 
can become the obstacle that hinders us on the path to perfection. When external action, 
effective activity in the world in the way we best understand it becomes impossible, we must 
assume that the life’s task being pointed out to us is that of bringing ourselves to greater 
perfection. As Tertullian says so beautifully: Nemo alti nascitur, sibi moriturus.”’ 
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of his time. He thus ensured that throughout most of his life he would 
be unrecognized and disregarded by his colleagues. Burckhardt was always 
attracted by art, and his dream of a fuller, more integrated life than that 
of his own bourgeois age was a dream of beauty and culture. Bachofen, 
on the other hand, was a deeply religious spirit; and in the Italy of his 
imagination and longing, wholeness and unity rested on a religious sense 
of the community both of human beings among themselves and of men 
with nature and the gods. Bachofen was, moreover, even more conser- 
vative than Burckhardt, whom he came to view with reserve and even 
dislike, partly on account of Burckhardt’s condescending manner, partly 
on account of his early liberalism, particularly his support of Italian unity, 
and partly on account of his estheticism.*! He once wrote to Meyer-Ochs- 
ner that he did not attend Burckhardt’s lectures because “I find it simply 
impossible to have esthetic outpourings about the beauty of buildings and 
landscapes flowing all over me’ (C 109, 1858). Above all, Bachofen re- 
garded his scholarly activity as a religious mission. If he defended his 
religious conception of antiquity so ardently against the modern economic 
and political interpretations of his enemies, it was at least in part because 
he believed that the sacred task of restoring the religious foundation of 
ancient societies had been placed upon him by Providence.** The urbanity 
and skepticism that are associated with Burckhardt were absent from his 
serious and passionate temperament. 

Yet there are important common features. Both men were inwardly 
alienated from their own times, even from contemporary life and politics 
in the city which remained home for both of them and to which both 
were profoundly attached. Both looked on the future with dark forebod- 
ing.*’ Both eschewed a politics of active opposition in favor of renunciation 
and inward withdrawal.** Both despised the established academic activ- 
ities of scholarship and history as practiced by their contemporaries, seeing 
them as almost sacrilegious manifestations of the mindless production and 
soulless bureaucracy of industrial society and the modern state; and 


°C 116, to Meyer-Ochsner, 13 Jan. 1860. On Bachofen’s preference for symbolic inter- 
pretation over formal esthetic analysis, see Thomas Gelzer, ‘Die Bachofen-Briefe: Betrach- 
tungen zu Vision und Werk, Wirklichkeit and Leben J. J. Bachofens anhand von Band X der 
‘Gesammelten Werke,’” Schweizerische Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte 19 (1969): 777-869, at 826n. 

52 This is the burden of the Griechische Reise. To bear witness to the religious foundation 
of ancient society seemed to him the only course of action open to him in the modern political 
context, and the only way in which he could affirm his own view of the basis of all political 
authority (SB 36-37). 

33 For Bachofen’s views, see C 57, 217, 256, 264, 274, 275, 280, 309; SB 36. 

*4 A striking instance, in Bachofen’s case, is his refusal to give an opinion of the new civil 
law code being drawn up for the city of Basle. He responded to Biirgermeister Carl Felix 
Burckhardt’s request courteously but firmly, pointing out his profound disagreement with 
the entire enterprise, but affirming his readiness to accept, as a judge, and to study with the 
greatest care whatever new code might be finally produced: ‘‘Ich bin also genothigt, bei dem 
Werke Ihrer Commission der quatuordecim viri ein stummer Zuschauer zu bleiben, um 
spdterhin mit Ergebung in das uns bereitete neue Schicksal der richterlichen Pflicht einge- 
hender Priifung des neuen codex legum mit um so grésserer Genauigkeit obzuliegen’”’ (C 
216, to Carl Felix Burckhardt, 18 March 1866). 
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through their scholarship both constructed imaginary universes in which 
they celebrated a wholeness and fullness of life that they despaired of in 
their own world. Both appear to have sensed that conservative policies 
were not only politically inopportune but unlikely to achieve the kind of 
restoration they wanted—“Even the conservatives participate uncon- 
sciously in destruction,” one of the philologists with whom Bachofen was 
most in sympathy wrote in 1834*°—and both, as patricians, feared and 
hated the new democratic and popular movements in which bolder and 
more optimistic spirits placed their hopes.*° 


*° Welcker to Béckh, 13 Dec. 1834, in Benedetto Bravo, Philologie, Histoire, Philosophie de 
l'histoire: étude sur J. G. Droysen historien de l’antiquité. Wroclaw, Warsaw, Cracow: Zaklad 
narodowy imienia Ossolinskich, 1968. Wydawnictwo Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 124. Cf. Bach- 
ofen’s comment in SB 35 that being out of sympathy with the direction taken by contemporary 
Swiss politics, and at the same time persuaded that “‘siegreichen Meinungen gegeniiber die 
Rolle ewiger Opposition mehr erbittere als niitze,” he simply withdrew from the Grosser 
Rat or City Council of Basle and from political activity altogether. 

°° C 219, 256, 264, et passim; SB 36-37. 


ΠΙ. The Enemy: Mommsen 


porary academic establishment in classical philology, the champion 

and apologist of Imperial Rome, as against the ancient patrician city 
to which Bachofen was devoted, the man most responsible for institu- 
tionalizing the study of antiquity and turning it into a mindless industrial 
enterprise. Even more cruelly than Niebuhr, the rough hands of this north- 
ern rationalist had violated and degraded the sanctity of the myths in 
which Bachofen perceived the fragile remnants of a past more remote, 
more beautiful, more glorious, and of far vaster significance than the 
surface history of class and political struggles, to which the critical his- 
torians, as he saw it, had reduced ancient Greece and Rome. In the hands 
of Mommsen and his cohorts—and Bachofen clearly felt that his com- 
manding position at the University of Berlin and in the Berlin Academy 
gave Mommsen enormous power to promote or impede scholarly projects 
and careers—antiquity was being stripped of its glory, of everything that 
made it unique and different from the present, greater, more richly human, 
more heroic. It was being remodeled to conform with the pettiness and 
the fragmentariness of contemporary Berlin, and with the narrow interests, 
the egotism and the unbridled lust for power of modern societies. Men 
with small minds were making antiquity over in their own image and 
depriving it of its power to function—as it had done traditionally in Ger- 
many, especially since the late eighteenth century—as an ideal, an oth- 
erness, a different, simpler, more human world by which the present one 
was to be measured.”” 

Bachofen’s conception of this other world was no longer quite the same 
as the one that Winckelmann had outlined for generations of German 
scholars after him. For the predominantly esthetic basis of Winckelmann’s 
conception of antiquity he substituted a predominantly religious one. The 
art of antiquity interested him not as the perfection of harmonious form, 
but as a text in which he could decipher the myths, beliefs, and social 
and religious practices of the past. He stood in the line of Creuzer, rather 
than in that of Voss. (In the famous polemic between these two over 
Voss’s translation of Homer, Creuzer had characteristically accused the 
translator of reducing the epic universe of antiquity in his translation to 
the paltry dimensions of the contemporary bourgeois vision of the 


ik Bachofen’s eyes Theodor Mommsen was the Caesar of the contem- 


57 Thomas Gelzer, ’’Die Bachofen-Briefe,” clearly perceives Bachofen’s rage at the destruc- 
tion of his ideal, but inclines to view that ideal as a personal refuge for a man out of tune 
with the world and poorly adapted to it. While acknowledging the role of personal psychology 
in Bachofen’s attitudes, I wish to accord greater objective, historical and social significance 
to the ideal than Gelzer. See below, chapter V. 
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world.*’) Typically, Bachofen did not limit his interest in antiquity to clas- 
sical antiquity. He followed the work of French and English orientalists 
and Egyptologists attentively and he constantly insisted on the oriental 
roots of ancient Italian civilization.*’ The strict neoclassical conception of 
antiquity defended by Letronne in Paris, for instance, would have been 
as unacceptable to him as to Champollion or Félix-Lajard.*° He also kept 
up with the growing literature on the ‘primitive’ peoples of Africa and 
America, in which there may have been greater interest at Basle, with its 
extensive trade in “colonial” products and its support of the overseas 
missionary activities of the Basle Mission, than in most German-speaking 
cities. Indeed, Bachofen was increasingly taken up by this branch of study, 
as investigation of the sources of his last work, Antiquarische Briefe (vol. 
1, 1880; vol. 2, 1886), has made abundantly clear. The difference from 
Burckhardt on this point is striking.*’ As the past that drew Bachofen was 
more remote and alien than the one that appealed to Burckhardt, its 
boundaries were also less narrow; and it is moving to observe the obscure, 
embittered classical philologist reaching out in the years of his maturity 
to Lubbock, Tylor, McLennan, and Morgan, while many younger men 
achieved acclaim by laboring diligently within the restricted field of a 
discipline that had become as bounded institutionally as any modern po- 
litical state.*? 


38 On the Voss-Creuzer controversy and the two orientations represented in it, see Baeum- 
ler, Der Mythus von Orient und Occident, cvii—cviii, et passim. See also W. Rehm, Griechentum 
und Goethezeit (Leipzig: Dieterich, 1936), 285-334. 

°° Cf. C179, 188, 257; above all the Introduction to Tanaquil, GW 6: 380-405. The subtitle 
of Tanaquil is ‘Eine Untersuchung tiber den Orientalismus in Rom und Italien.” 

40 Bachofen would not, of course, have supported Champollion’s “Egyptomanie,” as his 
opponents characterized it. He probably stood close to Raoul-Rochette, whom he cites fre- 
quently and who argued consistently at the Académie des Inscriptions against two privi- 
leges—that of the written text over monumental evidence, and that of Hellenism (and its 
rival Egyptomania) over a larger vision of the Orient (India, Assyria, Phoenicia) as the 
principal focus from which human culture spread out toward the West, including Greece. 

11 Burckhardt’s rejection of evolutionism and comparatism seems not untainted by racism. 
Thus in the Reflections on History (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1943), 35: “To draw 
deductions from negroes and Red Indians is of as little use as to draw deductions from negro 
religions to throw light on religion. The white and yellow races must have gone different 
ways from the beginning, and the black races can cast no light of authority on that beginning;”’ 
and on p. 42: ’’We may at once exclude here the religions of lesser races, those of the negro 
peoples, etc. . . . The primordial elements of the spiritual life can be deduced from them 
even less than the origins of the state from the negro state. For such peoples are from the 
outset a prey to everlasting fear; their religions do not even give us a standard for the first 
signs of the birth of the spirit, because among them the spirit is destined never to come to 
spontaneous birth.” 

*2 See C 276, 278 (1870). Bachofen opened the correspondence with Morgan by sending 
the latter a copy of Tanaquil (C 286). Morgan, on his side, had heard of Bachofen from Ernst 
Curtius’s Griechische Geschichte (Engl. trans., 1868) in which there is a reference to the paper 
‘Uber das Weiberrecht’”’ that Bachofen read to the members of the German Philological 
Association at their meeting in Stuttgart in 1856. Bachofen’s work was acknowledged by 
Morgan in Ancient Society (1877). The correspondence and exchange of books was kept up 
until Morgan’s death. Mary Morgan then wrote Bachofen thanking him for ’’the beautiful 
tribute to my husband which you so kindly sent to me in your letter of January 16,” and 
assuring him “that I shall always cherish your name because of the delight you gave to my 
departed one” (Basle Univ. Library, Bachofen-Archiv 272, item 166, Mary Morgan to Bach- 
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Mommsen, of course, was an infinitely more complex figure historically 
than Bachofen allowed.** The two men appear to have known each other 
only briefly at an early stage in both their careers, and Bachofen’s 
Mommsen is in large measure a symbol. “My business is not with 
Mommsen as an individual,’” he acknowledged. “He is, for me, the very 
type of the modern way of thinking, and deserves to be dealt with as 
such” (C 150, 1862). In many respects, Mommsen represented everything 
Bachofen wished to repudiate in himself: his youthful liberalism, his con- 
fidence in modernity, his untroubled and impersonal studies of Roman 
legal history. The almost mythical dimensions of his Mommsen thus per- 
mit an illuminating insight into Bachofen’s conception of what classical 
scholarship should and should not be, and into the underlying connection 
between his attitude to scholarship and his fundamental social and po- 
litical values, notably his attitude to power. A method of interpretation 
is here itself a cipher to be interpreted—the sign of a relation to power 
in the state, in the family, and between the sexes. It is clear from Bachofen’s 
writings that he himself was fully convinced of the broad political sig- 
nificance of the positions scholars adopt in their work. Restoration or 
revolutionary transformation, he held, was the option of the scholar, as 
of the politician: 


In the field of historical research, no less than in the life of the state two major 
endeavors can be observed today. . . . These divide the forces engaged in the 
battles of the mind into two main warring camps. One group, following the neg- 
ative tendency of its guiding spirit finds delight in aggression and destruction; the 
other pursues the more laborious task of construction and restoration. The struggle 
between the two orientations is very closely connected with the general aspirations 
of our present life and times. The spirit of our century finds its image reflected, 
as in a mirror, in the way we conceive antiquity. The same negative orientation 
which distinguishes our political conditions and movements also determines the 
way ancient history is looked at (GW 1: 449).** 


Bachofen, it would seem, projected everything he disliked about modern 
Basle, as distinct from the old patriarchal city of the Renaissance, on to 
mid-nineteenth century Berlin, the capital of the modern, expansionist 
Prussian state. In the same way he concentrated on the figure of the 
secretary of the Berlin Academy everything he disliked in modern phil- 
ology, as distinct from the philology he had learned in his youth from 
Bockh, Miiller, and Creuzer, or from that of the Basle humanists of the 
sixteenth century. To describe the good philologist he repeatedly uses the 
image of the cautious sailor hugging the coastal waters instead of tem- 
erariously venturing on to the high seas—that ‘mer des ténébres,”” from 


ofen, 4 Feb. 1882). A photograph of Morgan which accompanied this letter hung later on 
the walls of Bachofen’s study. 

13 See Alfred Heuss, Theodor Mommsen und das 19. Jahrhundert (Kiel: Ferdinand Hirt, 1956), 
especially 92-125. 

*4 Review of F. D. Gerlach, Zaleukos, Charondas, Pythagoras: zur Kulturgeschichte von Gross- 
griechenland in Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, Beilage to n° 261, 18 Sept. 1858. 
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which Michelet’s sailors, in La Mer, likewise drew back in terror. Yet he 
himself, on occasion, confesses to his own unconquerable urge to “‘vagari,”” 
an urge to which he felt he dared not yield for fear it would overwhelm 
him.* It seems clear that crossing to the other side of the tomb, entering 
into contact with the dead, returning to the Mothers, was experienced by 
him as a dangerous transgressional act which could be accomplished only 
in propitious circumstances and in the right spirit. We have already re- 
ferred to the letter in which he tells of falling ill in Montpellier from 
overzealously pursuing his research among the ancient monuments in the 
blazing heat. Mommsen, for Bachofen, appears to have represented the 
temerarious sailor, the transgressor who violates the sanctuary and seeks, 
in a gesture of Promethean sacrilege, to lay divine mysteries open to the 
vulgar. In his own activity, on the other hand, he appears to have seen 
rather a priestly mediation which restores continuity without breaking 
down the barriers between the hierarchies, or sacred orders, of the uni- 
verse. It is entirely appropriate that Mommsen translated the traditional 
account of Roman history into the contemporary scientific languages of 
economics and politics, whereas Bachofen’s work was rather a rewriting 
that resulted in a text virtually as poetic and open to interpretation as 
those he himself interpreted. Mommsen’s History offers itself democrati- 
cally to be read by all; Bachofen’s texts remain mysterious, ambiguous, 
requiring for their interpretation the same hermeneutic skills and insight 
that their author himself used to decipher the texts of antiquity, and ad- 
dressing themselves, like the Orphic mysteries that figure so largely in 
them, to an elect of initiates. 

I shall first outline Bachofen’s criticism of Mommsen, quoting freely 
from the little known and untranslated texts in which it is formulated— 
notably the Correspondence and the essay “Theodor Mommsens Kritik 
der Erzahlung von Cn. Marcius Coriolanus,’’ which appeared in 1870, a 
few months after Die Sage von Tanaquil. I shall then summarize what I 
take to be Bachofen’s own position as a scholar and historian of antiquity 
and attempt to situate both this position and his critique of Mommsen in 
the context of the history of scholarship, hermeneutics, and politics in the 
nineteenth century. Finally, I shall indicate what I believe to be the con- 
temporary relevance of Bachofen’s position. 


Relations between Bachofen and Mommsen seem never to have been 
close or even cordial; but they were at first entirely correct. Mommsen 


Ὁ Writing to Meyer-Ochsner in 1856 he explains that he must be firm with himself and 
turn down his friend’s invitation to visit him in the Alps at Chur: “I cannot bring myself 
to leave harbor again. With me there is always a terrible danger that once the anchor has 
been lifted, the shore is soon left far behind and the ship steers an ever more foolhardy 
course toward new lands” (C 85, 1856). Six years later the same note is sounded in another 
letter to Meyer-Ochsner: “I cannot tell you what a desire for ‘vagari’ is brewing up within 
me” (C 144, 1862). 
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wrote a favorable review of an early essay of Bachofen’s, Die Lex Vocontia 
und die mit ihr zusammenhdngenden Rechtsinstitute. Eine rechtshistorische 
Abhandlung (Basle, 1843, 122 pp.), complimenting the author on his au- 
thentically historical approach and favorably comparing his attempt to 
view the Voconian Law (which concerned women’s rights of inheritance 
in ancient Rome) historically as an integral part of the Roman law of 
inheritance, rather than as an isolated phenomenon, with the work of 
other writers on the subject.*° Bachofen’s essay, which was accompanied 
in the same year by two others of the same kind (all three were reprinted 
in 1848 as Ausgewahlte Lehren des rémischen Civilrechts), reflects his in- 
terests as a student of law, prior to his resignation from his university post 
in 1844 and to the great inner upheaval that began after his first visit to 
Italy in 1842-1843 and that resulted in his abandonment of these early 
studies and in a complete redirection of all his scholarly activities. The 
conflict with Mommsen appears to have been a consequence of this inner 
transformation, which Bachofen himself characterized—in what sense we 
shall see later—as a return to philology (M 3). 

There were signs of it before the publication of either the ill-fated Ges- 
chichte der Romer (1851), which Bachofen wrote in collaboration with 
Franz Dorotheus Gerlach, his friend and former teacher at the Padagogium 
and the University of Basle, or Mommsen’s far more rigorously critical 
Rémische Geschichte (1854-1856), with which the work of the Basle schol- 
ars was unfavorably compared and by which it was immediately eclipsed. 
In 1847 the annual meeting of the Association of German Philologists was 
scheduled to be held in Basle and Bachofen, as one of the organizers, 
wrote to Emil Braun, the secretary of the German Archaeological Institute 
in Rome, asking him to invite a number of German scholars then working 
in Rome to attend. Mommsen was named as one of them. But only two 
years later, in a letter to Meyer-Ochsner, Bachofen was already expressing 
his dislike and distrust of Mommsen. It is true that in the interim the 1848 
Revolution had taken place in Germany and that Mommsen, then at Leip- 
zig University, had been notoriously active in the liberal cause. He is too 
facile, Bachofen now wrote, too slick: ‘Sein Wahlspruch lautet: ich 
schmiere, wie man Stiefel schmiert’’ (C 53, 1849). The image of the fawn- 
ing servant of power was to recur often in Bachofen’s characterizations 
of Mommsen. 

In 1851 parts 1 and 2 of the first volume of the Geschichte der Romer 
of Gerlach and Bachofen appeared, and Mommsen reviewed them scath- 
ingly in Zarncke’s Historisches Centralblatt. The authors’ enterprise, he 
declared, was a complete failure, due to their total disregard and mis- 
understanding of Niebuhrian criticism of sources. They themselves could 
in no way be accused of the witty scepticism they reproached Niebuhr 


46 This text, which appeared in the Neue kritische Jahrbiicher ftir Rechtswissenschaft, 4 (1845): 
7, is reprinted in T. Mommsen, Gesammelte Schriften, 2te Auflage (Berlin, Dublin, Ziirich: 
Weidmannsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1965), 3: 513-19. 
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with: ‘‘sceptical they are not, nor, indeed, do they have wit.’’*” They quote 
the testimony of poets and later rhetoricians as though it were above 
suspicion. There is no sifting of early tradition from later accretions, no 
attempt to establish what we can really know of the language, customs, 
religion, and political institutions of early Rome, and authentic ancient 
tales are nowhere distinguished with historical tact from the later inven- 
tions of sophisticated poets and schoolmen (“Schul- und Poetenge- 
schwatz’’). As for the style, it “hovers in the intolerable middle ground 
between simple walking and poetic flight, and thus escapes neither esthetic 
nor logical disaster.”” Though the authors do not distinguish their contri- 
butions, Mommsen declares, there are indications that most of the first 
part is by Bachofen. In the second part—on Rome at the time of the 
kings—where the contributions of the two authors are distinguished, 
Bachofen comes off a little better than Gerlach. The latter simply follows 
Livy, as though Niebuhr had never written, except that ““Livy writes better 
and at considerably less length.” Bachofen on the foundation of Roman 
political law is better. At least there is some scientific research here and 
an attempt to utilize authentic sources. But there is the same illusion that 
the Roman constitution rested on a theocratic foundation, ‘‘as if the regium 
imperium were to be identified with the Papacy.” At the conclusion of his 
review Mommsen pointed candidly to the ideological gulf that separated 
him from Bachofen: “ ‘Sovereignty,’ says the author, ‘resides in the di- 
vinity, not in the people;’ and let anathema strike whosoever disagrees. 
Must we be divided even in Roman history into different camps according 
to the politics of the day?” 

Mommsen’s review appeared anonymously. But as Mommsen was 
teaching at Ziirich in 1852-1854, Bachofen could easily have found out 
who the author was. Unfriendly or critical remarks concerning Mommsen 
now begin to appear in the Correspondence with greater frequency. In 
1854 Bachofen tells his former teacher, Friedrich Carl von Savigny, the 
great jurist and legal historian, that he had been provoked into an ar- 
gument about Mommsen’s Rémische Geschichte with a Zurich acquaintance 
who had showered praise on it (C 78); and in the long autobiographical 
letter to Savigny of the same year he refers to Mommsen’s “‘criminal”’ 
portrayal of the profoundly religious Roman people as “‘rationalists’’ (SB 
30). Two years later he writes Meyer-Ochsner that Mommsen should stick 
to inscriptions—“Da ist er auf seinem Felde’—and that he has commu- 
nicated his frank, and highly unfavorable opinion of him in all other 
matters to the archaeologist Eduard Gerhard, a leading figure in the study 
of inscriptions at the University of Berlin and, like Bachofen, a former 
student of August Béckh (C 84, 1856). The following year, announcing— 
somewhat prematurely—to Meyer-Ochsner that he had finished his study 
of ‘‘gynaecocracy,” he observed: ‘’Provided people do not say of it, as one 
has to say of Mommsen: facitne intelligendo ut nil intelligat?’’ (C 95). In 


47 Mommsen, Gesammelte Schriften, 6: 653-54. 
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a review of a work by Gerlach in the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung for 
September 18, 1858, the contemporary fashion for interpreting the past 
in terms of the present and for highhandedly rejecting traditional historical 
testimony is fiercely criticized. ‘‘What would the world know of Rome, 
if the only source of knowledge left to it were Niebuhr or Mommsen?” 
(GW 1: 450). In 1861 Mommsen is pictured disdainfully as an entrepreneur 
in the currently modish inscriptions business and as sending his “‘commis- 
voyageurs”’ or sales representatives to Spain and other places in order to 
corner the market for himself (C 134). The same year, the publication of 
a third edition of Mommsen’s Rémische Geschichte, of which Bachofen still 
received a courtesy copy,*® and the award of the Bavarian Academy’s 
Gold Medal to the author, unleashed a flood of hostile feelings, of which 
Bachofen’s earlier allusions to Mommsen gave only a hint. From this mo- 
ment of official consecration onward, Bachofen’s hatred and opposition 
were unrelenting. Mommsen now became the emblem for him of every- 
thing he found repugnant not only in scholarship but in the entire con- 
temporary world. I shall reproduce the relevant texts almost in full. 

Mommsen’s History had filled him, Bachofen declared in a letter to 
Meyer-Ochsner, “with rage and deep revulsion.” 


Up to now I have read the first book several times, very attentively, and I can say 
with absolute conviction sine ire et studio that there are no words to characterize 
the author’s truly villainous infamy. It is a duty to protest publicly against such 
a book. It is a mark of this century’s ignominy that such a miserable production 
could actually win an award and be acclaimed as a significant accomplishment. 
I have to overcome a genuine disgust, but, as I said, I regard it as a duty to protest. 
I do not hope to convince or to convert. But at least it should not be possible later, 
when humanity has recovered its good sense, to say that our age had sunk so deep 
that it did not even enter a protest. 

So ““Mommsen and the History of Rome” is my new task. I want to expose the 
entire method and procedure of this so-called historian and to portray the shame- 
less insolence of a modern, mindless Berliner in all its repulsive nakedness. It 
would lead me too far, were I to elaborate my comments to you now. If you read 
the chapter on the Etruscans, for instance, you will get an idea of the boundless 
genius of the man. But each chapter increases one’s indignation, and at times one 
wonders if one is dealing with a person who is in his right mind. The reduction 
of Rome to the clichés of the most insipid Prussian salon liberalism is particularly 
nauseating. All the jargon of the demagogue crops up as early as the age of the 
kings, so that everything is embraced by the most miserable concepts and com- 
pletely stood on its head. The only moving force of ancient life, it seems, is trade 
and traffic. You constantly read of imports and exports, the balance of trade, 
speculation, competition, free ports, navigation acts, factories, emporia, as if these 
provide the principal, indeed the only point of view from which the lives of peoples 
can be considered and judged. Indeed, this “practical point of view” is carried 
over into religion: there is talk of the “clear-minded rationalism” of the Romans, 


48 He appears to have been on Mommeen’s list, for in 1850 he mentions receiving a 
courtesy copy of Mommsen’s book on Roman coinage (C 63). 
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law is considered in relation to ideas of personal and land credit, liberalism, and 
the abolition of tariff barriers, and those who are not yet ready for such high ideas 
are dismissed in expressions such as “There are scholars against whom it is not 
worth invoking such arguments, who are incapable of thinking,” etc. etc. The 
Romans, we are now to believe, had records enough and to spare, but they could 
no longer understand them; so they served up as many tall tales as their imagi- 
nation was capable of concocting. Thus we do well, “if we would be impartial 
scholars, to get rid, first and foremost, of all that stuff that goes by the name of 
tradition but is really no more than the product of the most wretched logic,” in 
order that we may make room for the most arbitrary historical inventions and give 
the good lord cause to take note of our hints and make history unfold in a more 
logical manner in the future. This construction is such that it is totally devoid of 
anything resembling logic, and full of the most glaring contradictions. But what 
does that matter! History, in any case, is only a dialectical game, nothing real, and 
truth is only what can be made credible by sophistry. The entire modern age lies 
in this book, in all its arrogant, narrow, vacuous Prussian demagoguery 
(C 143, 1862). 


Two months later Bachofen responded to an attempt by Meyer-Ochsner 
to get him to moderate the vehemence of his criticism—as he had once 
before pointed out the excessive character of the criticism of Niebuhr in 
the Geschichte der Romer (C 67, 1851)—with a reaffirmation of his resolve 
to pursue his attack on Mommsen: 


I cannot let up in the struggle against Mommsen. For me, registering my protest 
against this view of history is an absolute necessity. Rome shall not be judged in 
the forum of Berlin. I shall pour out all the scorn and ridicule I can muster. For 
such a boor doesn’t deserve serious consideration. All the crapulence of our time 
lies revealed in this book and I regard its receiving an award from a German 
academy as a mockery of sound common sense. Nor shall I stop hitting out at 
Munich. lf Bavaria’s consumptive monarch wants his nerves titillated, let him look 
to his opera house; Roman history is not a peg on which to hang every vulgar 
idea of a narrow, crabbed Dane. I intend to show the rabble of court councillors 
in these petty German capitals that, even in its decline, republicanism still preserves 
a healthier outlook than that mean-minded resentment—which in the present 
condition of general decay is spreading everywhere—of everything that once was 
great on this earth. You need not fear that this will embitter my life. On the 
contrary, I expect the fight to have a salutary effect on my health, principally an 
increase in appetite. Mommsen can copy inscriptions or muddy chronicles; but his 
hands are not worthy to hold the stylus of the historian (C 144, 1862). 


At the end of the year Mommsen is again the chief topic of a letter to 
Meyer-Ochsner. Once more he is clearly associated with those aspects of 
contemporary reality that were most opposed to the traditions of the con- 
servative, republican, and fiercely independent city-state, the last relic of 
which, tarnished as it was, Bachofen still admired in his native Basle: the 
priority of trade and commerce over all other considerations, the greed 
and vulgarity—as Bachofen saw it—of nouveaux-riches liberals, the mod- 
ern nation-state, with its imperialist ambitions and policies and its leveling, 
centralized bureaucracies. What, he asked his correspondent morosely, 
should be the subject matter of their letters if not literature? 
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So much is heard already of all those things that principally and almost exclusively 
fill the souls of men everywhere—building plans, loans, trade associations and 
other stuff of that ilk—that I often envy the inhabitants of the northernmost 
Hebrides their isolation. 

You can imagine my feelings when I found the same twaddle of tradesmen and 
capitalists in Mommsen’s History. It runs right through the whole work, and seems 
to be part of the illusion that the greatness of a people rests on the degree of 
perfection of its theories of political economy. I have now read through the above- 
named product of the latest wisdom of fools for the second time, and this time 
with pen in hand: a gigantic task that I undertook only out of a feeling of obligation 
to stand up against such products. I am now about to expose the principles, or 
rather the party passions that determined the planning and execution of this lam- 
poon. My aim is to show those who want to be counted among its admirers how 
the object of their veneration was put together; but I also want to show our entire 
age what principles it has bred and raised to power over men. Only now that I 
have carefully studied this work, do I have complete insight into the latest phase 
of the development of spirit in Germany. That has been the essential profit to me 
of an effort that required great self-discipline. He who only dips into the book can 
acquire no insight into its real nature. For that, all 2,500 pages must be completely 
gone through. Anyone who is not nauseated after that by the wretchedness of it 
is a lost soul. My business is not with Mommsen as an individual. He is for me 
the very type of the modern way of thinking, and deserves so to be dealt with, 
now that he has been officially consecrated as such by three editions and an 
academic prize. We ought to be grateful to the man for expressing so nakedly and 
unreservedly everything that the times carry in them. It is always good when a 
disease declares itself clearly and decisively. Then you can get hold of it and attack 
it at the core. Don’t for a moment think that all that is at issue here is the credibility 
of the traditional accounts of the earliest history of Rome. That aspect appears as 
only a modest consequence of a cultural trend which has taken dangerously hold 
only in fully historical times. In general, Rome and the Romans are not Mommsen’s 
real concern. The heart of the book is its application of the latest ideas of the 
times, and an apotheosis of the boundless radicalism of the new Prussia’s friends 
of light, by means of an ancient material that only a Carl Vogt or some other of 
that species could have dreamed of abusing and turning to partisan ends in such 
ἃ way.”’ The inner connection of all the luminaries who have followed Mommsen 
will certainly surprise many people. In face of such tendencies, one has no right 
to remain silent. To be sure, anyone who always swims with the current, wherever 
it leads, can look on this too with indifference. For my part, I cannot give up 
fighting, even if the world proves full of devils. I disregard the question of schol- 
arship altogether. The book has none, and after a conscientious examination I have 
not come upon one single page that has some scholarly merit. But the basic doc- 
trines which the author seeks to propose to the youth of our time, by way of 
Roman history, as the greatest ideas of humanity, and as an ideal and a road to 
salvation, are of a kind to make Satan rejoice (C 150, 1862). 


The last major outburst against Mommsen was provoked by an article 
the latter published in the journal Hermes in 1870. In it Mommsen sub- 


*° A German immigrant, notorious for his scientific materialism and radical politics, Vogt 
was named professor of geology, palaeontology, zoology and comparative anatomy at Ge- 
neva in 1852. 
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jected the Coriolanus story to critical analysis and characterized it as a 
fine poetic fable with no basis in historical fact. The Coriolanus story, 
however, was a crucial one for Bachofen, since it revealed, in his view, 
remnants of an earlier matriarchal society in the primitive culture of Italy, 
which official Roman historiography had suppressed. But it was not only 
a cornerstone of Bachofen’s view of history that Mommsen had attacked; 
it was, perhaps, also the inner core and secret source of that view. Bach- 
ofen’s mother, Valeria Merian, bore the name of one of the principal 
protagonists in the Coriolanus story, Valeria, the daughter of Publicola;”° 
and Mommsen’s critique may well have been experienced by Bachofen 
as a final sacrilege perpetrated by his impious enemy on the holiest of 
holies, the little known figure who is mentioned only once in Bachofen’s 
writing, in the memorable dedication of the Mutterrecht, but who seems 
everywhere present in it. Bachofen was beside himself: 


You should see how Mommeen treats the old authors in his own work. Only 
mockery is possible here. Serious criticism is in order for serious studies, not for 
the ignominious, vulgar exercises which are now being carried out against all our 
old authors. The Rémische Geschichte should have been given a blunt rebuttal 
immediately after the publication of the first volume. Instead, that ale-house to- 
bacco was ingested without protest and now, in this study of Coriolanus, we can 
see clearly where such deliberate and calculated reserve is leading. It was not my 
object to teach anyone better, for there is no hope of fighting successfully, among 
the Germans, against an entire insurance company of scholarly, or rather un- 
scholarly, cliques. Nevertheless, I feel myself duty bound, even if I must stand 
quite alone, to protest against what I consider the most abysmal decadence. You 
are wrong if you think I shall be set upon by howling mobs. The only punishment 
a Swiss is deemed worthy of by the Prussianized Berlin clique, which now en- 
thusiastically supports Bismarck as it previously supported the Augustenburgs, 
and will later perhaps lick the boots of the Russians, is absolute silence.”’ But 
however, that may be, it affects me not one bit. I wanted to say out loud what I 
think of modern critical nitpicking (C 270, 1870). 


The attack on Mommsen promised in almost identical terms about a 
decade before had grown in the end into something much more creative 
and positive than a critical pamphlet. Over the years, the original polemical 
purpose had receded into the background, and the text that finally 
emerged, Die Sage von Tanaquil: eine Untersuchung tiber den Orientalismus 


°° A letter to Joseph Marc Hornung, professor of jurisprudence at Geneva and the teacher 
of Bachofen’s young disciple and translator Alexis Giraud-Teulon, appears to indicate that 
it was the suspicion cast on the role of Valeria that most upset Bachofen: ‘Tout ce que nous 
savons des Sabins—et Valeria est femme de souche sabine—s’accorde 4 mettre le droit de 
mere hors de contestation pour le [sic] tribu chevaleresque des Sabins’”’ (C 269, 1870). 

°! Christian von Augustenburg’s claim to the Danish throne was supported by the German 
liberals during the 1848 revolt of the Schleswig-Holsteiners against Danish rule. On the 
death of Frederick VII of Denmark in 1863, Christian’s son revived his father’s claim to the 
throne, but Bismarck dropped the Augustenburgs after a joint Austro-Prussian force invaded 
the disputed province in 1864. Following Austria’s defeat by Prussia in 1866, the bipartite 
Austro-Prussian administration of Schleswig-Holstein came to an end and the province was 
annexed to Prussia. The German liberals had at first opposed the war against Denmark, but 
they gradually came round in support of Bismarck. 
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in Rom and Italien (1870), was an impressive restatement and elaboration 
of Bachofen’s basic ideas concerning early history, for which Mommsen 
had served at best as a pretext or provocation. Stung by Mommsen’s latest 
assault on the tradition of early Roman history—or, as he put it pointedly 
himself in a letter to an Italian correspondent, ‘’Faché de l’impieté avec 
laquelle Mommsen traite le beau trait du héros cédant aux larmes de sa 
mére”’ (C 271, 1870)—Bachofen retorted quickly this time with a scathingly 
ironical pamphlet which he published the same year as a Beilage to Ta- 
naquil.°* Before the year was out it had been translated into French and 
published at Geneva by Alexis Giraud-Teulon, subsequently professor of 
aesthetics, then of the philosophy of history at the University of Geneva, 
and one of the younger men, who, toward the end of Bachofen’s life, 
began to take an interest in his work. 

In addition to these essential texts there are scattered references to 
Mommsen throughout the correspondence. Though some seem simply 
abusive,°? Mommsen usually serves as a kind of cipher designating certain 
features of modern society and culture that Bachofen particularly detested: 
a domineering, arrogant, imperialist attitude to the past and to the study 
of history; an irreverent and, in Bachofen’s view, arbitrary and coercive 
method of interpreting texts; and an organization and institutionalization 
of scholarly research and reflection which, as the passages quoted clearly 
show, were closely related in Bachofen’s mind to the values and practices 
of modern materialism, liberalism, commercialism, and industrialism, and 
to the intolerant authoritarianism, the narrow, disciplined uniformity, and 
the abject reverence for power he considered characteristic of the modern 
state and of Bismarckian Germany in particular. The imperialism of Prussia 
had its counterpart for him in the imperialism of the Prussian Academy, 
and Mommsen, as the leader of the latter, was always associated with 
Bismarck, the architect and chief minister of the former. Thus one of those 
admirers of Mommsen who “‘hinter ihm Queue machen” (C 185, 1864), 
the Basle professor, Adolf Kiessling, is described with biting sarcasm as 
‘“‘an enthusiastic Bismarckian, a bootlicker of Mommsen’s.” He is also, 
characteristically, like all demagogues and radicals, in Bachofen’s opinion, 
a worshipper of power, ‘‘an admirer of Tiberius.” 

Certain features of Bachofen’s Mommsen-figure place him in a clear 
relation to the essential themes and preoccupations of Bachofen’s scholarly 
work. Mommsen is above all identified with violence. The only relation 
he knows to the other—the past, the texts that are its only feeble witnesses, 
the historical tradition—is one of domination and violation. Just as on the 
political plane Prussia has set out to dominate all the German lands, on 
the plane of scholarship—and Bachofen was keenly aware that, partic- 


52 “Theodor Mommsen’s Kritik der Erzahlung von Cn. Marcius Coriolanus, vorgelesen in 
der Gesammtsitzung der kénigl. preuss. Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin am 25 Febr. 
1869.” 

53 “Der vermomste Cicero” (C 244, 1868), the Cicero of the “Berliner Schandmaul”’ (C 
257, 1869), the pun on ’“Mommsen schlechter Roman” (C 161, 1863), and so on. 
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ularly in Germany, where classical scholarship had, from the beginning, 
been interwoven with political ideals, scholarship was ideology—the Prus- 
sians had tried to impose their law on all the German-speaking philolo- 
gists, concentrate all power in Berlin at the Royal Prussian Academy, and 
through their control of academic appointments, journals, and publishing 
houses, silence every dissenting voice. ‘Individually determined research 
has become unfashionable,” he complained. ‘In order to be recognized 
as a person of talent, you have to blow the horn of the fashionable critics 
of today, and no deviation from the Royal Prussian line is tolerable” (C 
244, 1868). Bachofen’s hatred of Mommsen is inseparable from his hatred 
of modern Prussia. 

His hatred of Prussia is in turn part of a larger pattern of values and 
concerns. Throughout Bachofen’s work, which centers, like so many other 
major works of the nineteenth century, on a struggle variously defined 
as being between nature and spirit, Orient and Occident, female and male, 
sacred and profane, past and present, there is a consistent repudiation of 
any solution involving the repression of either term. Male domination is 
rejected along with unbridled female “haeterism.” Solipsistic individu- 
alism and atomistic empiricism are as unacceptable as undifferentiated 
communism and pantheism. The hypertrophy of the self, its attempt to 
abolish the other, is rejected along with the absorption of the self by the 
other. The son must not reject his mother, in other terms; but equally, the 
mother must not overwhelm her son. The eternal world of myth, which 
transcends the world of the historical, must be acknowledged, but to per- 
mit the historical to collapse into the mythical would be as much a betrayal 
of our human destiny as the attempt to deny our origins and to realize, 
within history, the deification of man in a world of pure spirit. 

Bachofen’s most frequently proposed ideal is a moderate rule of spirit, 
founded on the freely granted acknowledgment—which in itself elevates 
whoever grants it to the plane of spirit—both of the preeminence of spirit 
and of the impossibility of realizing a world.of pure spirit in human history, 
indeed of the impiety of attempting to do so. At times the emphasis in 
his work falls on the moderation and restraint of the initial or ‘lunar’ 
moment of culture, situated between the swamps and darkness of the 
original ‘‘tellurian’”’ unity of all nature and the blinding “‘solar’” light of 
nature transcended and spiritualized. This is the rule of the Mothers—in 
which piety, orderly and gentle manners, community loyalty, and the 
principle of service have replaced the promiscuity of the primitive chaos, 
and in which man is still connected to and at the same time protected 
from his divine origin in nature. It is an Edenic moment on the threshold 
of history, a moment of peace and harmony before the long voyage 
through the wilderness which will be man’s lot, and in the course of which 
he will have to earn his right to be reborn to a vita nuova of the spirit. 
At times, the emphasis falls less on the gentle lawfulness of this stage 
than on the ecstatic experience of an undivided and unalienated human 
nature trembling on the verge of history but not yet part of it. In the 
Dionysian religious cults, as Bachofen represents them, nature and spirit 
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are already present but not yet irreconcilably divided. Nature knows spir- 
itual longing, the desire for self-transcendence, and spirit finds sensual 
satisfaction. Human life is marked by “‘abandonment without reserve to 
the most luxurious life of the senses and fidelity to that best Hope that 
reaches beyond the grave,” and “no idea of struggle, of self-discipline, 
of sin and repentance disturbs the harmony of [a]. . . life at once sensual 
and transcending sensuality” (Mutterrecht, GW 3: 593). It was of this orig- 
inal condition of man that Bachofen had a vivid intimation on his first 
visit to Italy and for such a way of life that he spent all his remaining 
years, he relates, in vain longing. “Oh, that I had not found it true that 
the sun shines more brightly in Italy than among us,” he wrote in his 
autobiographical letter to Savigny. ‘I would not now be consumed by 
such painful longing” (SB 27).°* 

But longing it must remain. After the collapse of his optimistic liberalism 
in the mid-1840s there was no prospect of human fulfillment in history, 
and for the Calvinist Bachofen, no breaking out of history’s iron cage, no 
passageway from the historical to the divine. Like many key concepts of 
the Romantic nineteenth century—the citizen king, constitutional mon- 
archy, la mére patrie, the livre populaire so ardently desired by Michelet, 
Paris as the ‘centre excentrique’’ of France, at once general and particular 
(another idea of Michelet’s )—Bachofen’s Mutterrecht, or Mother Law, is 
an oxymoron, a yoking together of contraries. But Bachofen situated the 
realization of his oxymoron not in the historical present or future, where 
the optimistic and liberal Romantics placed theirs, but squarely in the past, 
indeed on the frontier between prehistory and history, barely in history 
itself. The world of Mother Law was thus one to which access was firmly 
barred. 

History, it turns out, is a double bind. To the degree that man ceases 
to desire and long for the divine and to be guided by it, as the mariners 
of old were guided by the stars, he loses an essential part of his humanity. 
But equally, in attempting to realize the divine in the historical, he also 
loses his humanity. Every profane transcendence of the historical is il- 
lusory, a degrading parody of the ideal it claims to realize. Efforts to restore 
the early communism of the age of the Mothers will result in the bes- 
tialization of man (C 309, 1881). At the other end of the spectrum, the 
Promethean ambition of science, the belief that man can become absolute 


°4 As Bachofen imagines it, even contemporary Italy, in its degraded spiritual and political 
condition, still offers an image of that former glorious life. “In the South,” he wrote, 
‘“.. . feelings are deeper and experiences more vivid. Here nature, by the warmth and 
richness of her sensuous manifestations, invites mortal men to yield to her charms and to 
enjoy the life of the senses under the guidance of a religion which hopes to elevate man not 
by repressing, but on the contrary by developing and educating his sensuality, to which the 
law of struggle is foreign, and in which the distinction between this life and the other life 
is not an absolute one” (Mutterrecht in GW 3: 587). Over half a century later, the mysticism 
of Tolstoi and Dostoievski appears to have represented for Max Weber a similar alternative 
to the strenuous ethic of responsibility and worldly struggle that he usually espoused. (See 
Arthur Mitzman, The Iron Cage: An Historical Interpretation of Max Weber New York: Knopf, 
1970, 272-73, 289-91). 
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master of nature and by his own unaided efforts achieve self-deification, 
will likewise produce a race of inhuman monsters. 

Bachofen’s position thus turns out to be characteristically conservative. 
The best man can hope to achieve is a condition in which the rule of 
spirit, of reason, of the Father, is moderated by the latter’s continuing to 
honor, respect, and fear the sacred body of nature from which he has 
emerged. The religious, patriarchal authority Bachofen defended against 
modern democratic and rationalist ideas of popular sovereignty rested 
precisely on its acknowledgment of its original divine foundation, even 
as it maintained its distance from that foundation. This, to Bachofen, is 
the burden of man’s historicity—to be excluded forever from both origins 
and ends, yet to be unable to maintain himself as a human being without 
constantly referring to them. 

Though Bachofen’s deepest sympathies seem to be engaged by Woman, 
especially the gravely maternal Demeter figure, through whom nature and 
culture, the other and the self, were first given a relatively autonomous 
existence, yet at the same time held miraculously in harmony, he never 
questions the achievement or the necessity of the male-dominated pa- 
triarchal culture from which he himself spoke. Indeed, the very possibility 
of inviting the reader to consider Woman with sympathy and reverence 
depended on a reassuring reaffirmation by the writer of the values he 
shared with the reader. A commitment to the benevolent rule of the Fa- 
thers, in other words, and a clear indication that paternal rule was not 
only not in conflict with respect for the Mothers, but in the end founded 
on it, may well have been the condition of the writer’s sympathetic iden- 
tification with the Mothers. To have abandoned this commitment would 
have been, for Bachofen the writer, to renounce the possibility of com- 
munication, of conventional, scholarly discourse, perhaps sanity itself, and 
Bachofen seems to have known both the dangerous attraction and the 
fear of such an abandonment. In the same way, however, by insisting on 
the honor due to the Mothers and on the impiety of trying to dominate 
them, Bachofen signaled his refusal of the modern discourse of science. 
To the rejection of Mommsen’s practice of scholarship and of Bismarck’s 
practice of politics in the content of Bachofen’s work corresponds the 
choice of a particular form and of a particular writing practice. 

It was perfectly consistent, in short, both with Bachofen’s conservative 
political views and with his work as a scholar and a writer that he con- 
tinued to honor and admire man’s first teacher and that he refused to 
abandon her or treat her with disdain. It is she, indeed, who inspires the 
intense piety that suffuses the pages of the Mutterrecht, emerging here and 
there from the somewhat arid and repetitious text in hymn-like passages 
of great power and beauty.” To the pupil and friend of Savigny, the leader 


°° The only serious literary study of Bachofen is the short essay by Walter Muschg, Bachofen 
als Schriftsteller (Basle: Helbing and Lichtenhahn, 1949. Basler Universitatsreden, 27). This 
was Originally a rectorial address. 
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of the historical school in legal studies, no present could be good that was 
built on the suppression or denial of the past.°® The victory of spirit could 
not, for Bachofen, entail the destruction of all that had preceded and 
prepared it. Enough has already been said, however, to throw doubt on 
Bachofen’s espousal of a Hegelian historical dialectic or indeed of any 
notion of historical progress. 

No doubt he participated, along with his teachers August Bockh and 
Carl Otfried Miiller, in the large current of ideas on which Hegel was also 
borne. Even when, in an early essay, he emphasized the importance for 
the philologist and the historian of empirical observation, his terms were 
those of contemporary philosophy.”’ Not surprisingly, therefore, the seem- 
ingly evolutionary pattern that reappears in all his works and that outlines 
a progress from the confused tellurian swamp to the clear air of heaven, 
from earth to sun, from Orient to Occident, Aphrodite to Apollo, female 
to male, matter to spirit—the in-itself, one is tempted to add, to the in- 
and-for-itself—has been interpreted as a philosophy of history in the 
Hegelian manner. Against this interpretation, however, it must be objected 
that Bachofen’s passionate sympathy with the defeated of history—so- 
called primitive societies, women, the Orient—amounts at times to a call- 
ing into question of any dialectical philosophy of history, an incipient 
Umwertung aller Werte. 

In dialectical philosophies of history, the defeated go under and are 
overtaken because they basically deserve to be, because what follows is 
superior. Characteristically, the discourse of the victors includes, but at 
the same time supersedes that of the vanquished: out of loyalty and com- 
passion, a generous and pious man from among the victors restores the 
power of speech to the vanquished, but in doing so, he undertakes to 
speak for them. Thus, for instance, Michelet, all of whose histories are 
essentially histories of Woman (France, the People, the Witch, the Sea), 
speaks for the past, for ‘‘la muette Etrurie,”” for “le muet Orient,” for 
France, for the natural world of the insect, the bird, and the sea, and for 
his own wife Athenais Mialaret, whose rudimentary efforts at literary 
expression he incorporated into his own text. 

In Bachofen’s work, on the other hand, many passages imply the actual 


°° Adrien Turel sees Bachofen’s awareness of the significance of repression as an antici- 
pation of Freud. In Tanaquil, he points out, Bachofen revised his earlier naive insistence on 
the historical value of the traditional Roman historical annals and emphasized rather the 
testimony they give of a national repression of all trace of debt to predecessors, notably to 
the Etruscans, who, in Bachofen’s view, were still largely matriarchal. One of Bachofen’s 
principal objections to modern historians, such as Mommsen, is that they repeat the same 
gesture of repression, from the same point of view—that of the powerful, patriarchally 
organized state—when they use the critical method to destroy the remnants of testimony 
to a pre-patriarchal Rome (Adrien Turel, Bachofen-Freud, Bern: Hans Huber, 1939, 19, 102- 
103). 

"7 “Die Beobachtung, die Naturforschung des Gewordenen, die historische Empirie ist 
. . . das grosse Prinzip, auf dem alle wahre Kenntnis, aller Fortschritt beruht’’ (“Das Na- 
turrecht und das geschichtliche Recht,’”” GW 1: 18). The term “Naturforschung”’ here smacks 
of Schelling. 
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and perennial value of modes of existence and points of view that history 
has apparently left behind. Here it seems to be not so much a matter of 
appropriating the language of the other, of speaking for the other, as of 
listening patiently and humbly, and allowing the other to break through 
the silence imposed by history and speak for herself. The inordinate 
amount of lengthy quotation in Bachofen’s works, which many critics 
have judged ruinous to the unity and coherence of his own text and his 
own style, as well as his professed willingness to serve simply as a modest 
collector of the relics of the past (SB 45) become more understandable in 
the context of this rejection of the dominating, ultimately monologic dis- 
course of the dialectical historian. It is as though the historical dialectic 
makes too short shrift, for Bachofen, of what history appears to have 
overtaken. Bachofen’s recognition of the value such moments continue 
to represent ultimately implies an anti-dialectical and anti-progressive 
view of history and culture.” 

The world of value, he seems to be saying, is independent of historical 
sequence and historical actualization. If we study the past, it should not 
therefore be in order to discover the wheel of historical destiny and submit 
to it, but in order to understand and recover human values, to defend 
them against all odds, and to promote them, if need be against what 
appears to be the tide of history. Only our historicity, our wandering in 
the wilderness, our exile from the divine is our destiny. Within the wil- 
derness, there are no prescribed paths which we must follow. We are free 
to choose, Bachofen insists, though our choices have consequences that 
become our destiny (C 57, 1850). 

Bachofen’s impassioned defence of vanishing traditional values and of 
the disappearing social and political order of his native city and of Europe 
as a whole is perfectly consistent with this view of history. Without what 
we might call the “feminine” moment or aspect of life, there can be no 
properly human order, he wrote in an early essay. Love has been exiled 
in modern times to the sphere of private life and is thought to have nothing 
to do with the life of the polis, but this is a disastrous error and itself a 
sign of inner corruption and disintegration. ‘In the ages when the life of 
the state is young and healthy, much rests on love and inclination; in the 
ages of its decline, almost everything rests on the sharp needle point of 
right and law. But right and law separate men, whereas love binds them 
together” (GW1: 60).°’ Law, for Bachofen, must be supported by religion 


58 For a full development of this point, see the ‘““Afterword’”’ by A. Baeumler—‘’Bachofen 
und die Religionsgeschichte’’—to the 1965 edition of his long introductory essay of 1926 
to Der Mythus von Orient und Occident (Alfred Baeumler, Das mythische Weltalter: Bachofens 
Deutung des Altertums, Munich: C. H. Beck, 1965, 315-52, especially 335-37). 

59 Cf. GR 33: ‘Wo der Kopf mehr Fortschritte macht als das Herz, da verfallt der Mensch 
jenen finsteren Trieben, die seine Seele auf ihrem untersten Grunde birgt, und wird das 
Ebenbild dessen, der ihn nach seinem Gleichnisse erschaffen, bis zu Unkenntlichkeit entstellt. 
Miéchte das denen zur Uberzeugung werden, die alle Erziehung auf die Ausbildung des 
Verstandes begriinden.” Cf. also SB 38-39 on the tradition of law as practiced in Basle, and 
Mutterrecht, in GW 2: 381. 
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and love. That is the proper way for law to be “‘natural.’’ Only respect 
for the past, for nature, for the Mothers, in short, will provide a solid 
foundation for the rule of law. In another text, in which he compared 
Rome between the time of the Gracchi and Augustus—Mommsen’s Rome, 
in other words—to modern France, Bachofen deplored a government in 
which “there is no mediation, but that which obstructs is always imme- 
diately annihilated [and] there is always a class that rules—today the 
noblesse, tomorrow the bourgeoisie, then le peuple, never all together, 
never each in its own sphere” (“Bemerkungen zu Livius,’’ GW1: 65-70). 

The position expressed in both these passages is manifestly politically 
conservative. (The essay from which the first passage is taken was in fact 
written on the morrow of the defeat of the Sonderbund, and the drafting 
of a new Federal Constitution in 1848). Bachofen’s argument against ab- 
solutism and in favor of pluralism is essentially religious. Humanity, he 
maintains, embraces the past as well as the present, the dead as well as 
the living, the vanquished as well as the victorious, the weak as well as 
the strong, the periphery as well as the center. In time it extends far into 
the past and the future, and in space it embraces far more than Berlin and 
Prussia, or even Greece and Europe. It is characteristic of Bachofen that 
the history that interested him most was the most remote, and that his 
attention extended outward from Greece and Rome to the Orient, and 
ultimately to the Africa and North America of travelers, explorers, and 
ethnologists. Humanity, in sum, is not just present humanity or western 
European humanity. The past does not exist for the sake of the present 
or find its fulfillment in it. For Bachofen, at least as much as for his teacher 
Ranke, “Jede Epoche ist unmittelbar zu Gott.” In the same way, the his- 
tories of the various German communities are not fulfilled in Bismarck’s 
Prussian Reich. 

In the end, Bachofen situated the profane world, the world of human 
history and human society, between two portals through which none 
could pass: a transcendent origin to which there was no return but with 
which communication had to be maintained if men were not to cease to 
be human, and a transcendent end beyond history, which it was not 
possible to know, impious to anticipate, but equally imperative never to 
lose from view. His historical vision is not of inevitable progress but of 
a fluctuating existence, now more, now less effectively shaped and deter- 
mined by transcendental values. To be reborn to a vita nuova of the spirit 
is man’s proper destiny and he must strive not only to merit it in his own 
life but to promote historical conditions favorable to the pursuit of the life 
of the spirit in general. The realm of the solar, of pure spirit can only be 
approached in history, however; it cannot be actualized. Moreover, con- 
stant approximation to it is not the inevitable movement of history. Mo- 
ments of achievement may be followed by a falling away, moments of 
decline by a revival, and there is no time, in history as in individual life, 
when it is not necessary to struggle in order to achieve the closest possible 
approximation to the good, and to be vigilant in defending what has been 
achieved against the threat of decadence. Bachofen’s view of history seems 
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in the end remarkably close to that of the eminent fellow-citizen from 
whom, as we saw earlier, he remained personally always distant. 

This, then, was the essential doctrine of a scholar whose work was 
largely a hymn of praise to those aspects of life that modern rational man, 
the Prometheus of industry and state power, was eager to repress, and 
whose deepest impulse as a scholar and a human being, was expressed 
in the Virgilian phrase he himself quoted as a kind of motto: “Antiquam 
exquirite matrem” (GW1: 18). Though he was a latecomer, and though 
his experience both of social revolution and of mass militarism in what 
he described as ‘the century of the chassepot’’ (C 278, 1870) led him to 
abandon the moderately optimistic liberalism of his youth, he still belongs 
to that generation of Romantic historians who saw themselves as the 
faithful decipherers of the voiceless past—backward-looking prophets in 
Friedrich Schlegel’s words. Like Champollion, he probed the tombs of the 
dead, so that the power of speech might be restored to them; like Augustin 
Thierry, he took upon himself the role of ‘“bard of the vanquished”; like 
Michelet, he saw himself as an Oedipus unraveling enigmas and an Or- 
pheus bridging the worlds of the living and the dead.®° ‘’Venho de longe,” 
he might have said with the great Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa. 
‘|, Emissario de um rei desconhecido.” (“I come from afar. . . The 
envoy of an unknown king” [Passos da Cruz vi, xiii]) His writing, at its 
best, has an evocative, poetic quality that points beyond the purely causal 
or chronological sequences of the positivist historians of his time. In that 
respect, however, it was not unhistorical or antihistorical. It was simply 
closer in spirit, despite some important divergences, to Romantic histo- 
riography than to the positivist, academic historiography which triumphed 
after 1848. 


Whatever personal significance Bachofen’s keeping faith with the van- 
quished of history may have had for him as a man—and it is almost 
impossible, as I have suggested, to discount the place in his work of his 
relation to his own parents—it was entirely consonant with his experience 
as a citizen of Basle. Like all the members of the Basle patriciate, Bachofen 
was proud of the leading role his native city had played in the revival of 
learning and in the Reformation. He was also acutely conscious of its 
subsequent decline, culminating in the humiliating settlement of 1833, by 
which the Swiss Confederation permanently separated the rebellious rural 


60 For Michelet’s image of the historian as Oedipus, see his Journal, ed. P. Viallaneix (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1959-62), 1: 378 (entry for 30 Jan. 1842), and Le Peuple, ed. L. Refort (Paris: 
Didier, 1946), 200-01. See also my article, ‘The Go-Between: Jules Michelet 1798-1874,” 
MLN 89 (1974): 503-41. Bachofen compares the philologist and archaeologist to the Oedipus 
figure several times in his correspondence (C 126, 127, 182, 191, 327). Bachofen’s insistence 
on the variety and multiplicity of the historical heritage echoes that of his teacher Gerlach, 
for whom the task of the historian was to win and communicate “Erkenntnis des men- 
schlichen Wesens in seiner unendlichen Mannigfaltigkeit” (F. D. Gerlach, Die Aetiologischen 
Mythen als Grundlage der rémischen Geschichte, Basle: Johann Georg Neukirch, 1854, 41). 
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districts from the city and divided the old city-state into the two auton- 
omous cantons of Basel-Stadt and Baselland. Resolutely ignoring the mod- 
ernization that had occurred since then and that had in fact been accel- 
erated in some respects by the division of the canton, Bachofen chose at 
times not to see Basle as the moderately prosperous industrial and com- 
mercial city which it had become and from which he himself was inwardly 
estranged, but to transform it into a symbol of the world that had been 
lost. Looking out from his defeated, amputated, native city, with its strug- 
gling institutions of learning and its memories of past glory,°! toward 
Berlin, the brash, rich, new center of German power and German schol- 
arship, he associated in his mind’s eye the city which had given him birth 
and guided his first steps in the study of antiquity, as it had once guided 
all Europe, with those figures of the defeated—the Demetrian mother, the 
erstwhile mistress and teacher of men, and the Amazonian heroine, con- 
quered and shorn of her glory—who are the heroines of his principal 
work. It is easy to see how Mommsen, the Caesar of Berlin, always as- 
sociated in his writing with boots, pipes, cigars, and other emblems of 
male power, could come to serve for him as the figure of the violator and 
the tyrant. He is armed with the stylus of the historian, Bachofen observes, 
but is unworthy to use it (C 144, 1862), since he wields it like a bludgeon 
to coerce the past, rather than tenderly and with understanding to serve 
it. In the Mutterrecht, in contrast, the phallus venerated by the Mothers 
is that of their sons—their champions, servants, and heroes (GW 2: 159). 
Not surprisingly, Bachofen in one of his letters contrasts the humanist 
scholars of the sixteenth century—the period of Basle’s eminence—with 
the modern Prussian ‘’pygmies.’”’ The great age of his native city becomes 
one with the great age of the Mothers as he laments its passing and pours 
scorn on what has succeeded. “That heroic age is really past,’” he writes. 
“Yet we can console ourselves. We now have railways and Prussian crit- 
icism” (C 132, 1861).° 

The increasing acrimony of Bachofen’s attacks on both Prussia and 
Mommseen after 1860 seems closely related to his indignation at the ag- 
gressive policies of Bismarck. As early as 1856-1857 Prussia had offended 
Swiss of almost every political conviction when it tried to bully the fledg- 
ling Confederation into accepting Frederick William IV’s claims to Neu- 
chatel by mobilizing for war. Subsequently, during the period of intense 
Austro-Prussian rivalry for leadership of the erstwhile Reich between 


δἰ There are frequent allusions in Bachofen’s correspondence to the difficulty of attracting 
distinguished or promising scholars to the University of Basle, in part because the city could 
afford to pay only modest salaries. In his early years he supported plans to make the uni- 
versity—then the only university in German-speaking Switzerland—into a federal university 
or Swiss national university. The subsequent evolution of Swiss politics transformed him 
into a champion of local autonomy. The Basle patriciate was extremely proud of its university, 
and though Bachofen’s actual teaching career was short, he remained keenly interested in 
the fortunes of the university. (See note 23 above). 

* Cf. the even more bitter remark in C 278, 1870: ‘’L’époque du droit de mére me parait 

. . un age d’or a cété du siécle des chassepots.” 


40 GOSSMAN: ORPHEUS PHILOLOGUS 


about 1860 and the outbreak of war in 1866, sentiment in many of the 
German lands ran against Prussia.® Outside Prussia itself, many liberals 
as well as conservatives rejected the Prussianization of Germany as a 
solution to the problem of German unity. Bachofen was by no means out 
of line in supporting the congress of German sovereigns at Frankfurt, 
which Austria, under the liberal leadership of Schmerling, had called in 
1863, and which Prussia boycotted (C 166, 1863). By 1866 Bachofen was 
so incensed by Bismarck’s arrogance and by the Austro-Prussian war in 
particular that he refused to attend a scholarly meeting in Prussia. “’I find 
I have a deep inner revulsion against Prussia,” he wrote, ‘‘which makes 
the society and even the sight of that robber-nation extremely unpleasant” 
(C 225, 1866). After the Franco-Prussian war—though no admirer of either 
France or Napoleon III, whom he despised as the despot that the corrupt 
and materialist French demos deserved—he refused to read the German 
newspapers any more (C 283). 

Though it was exacerbated by his growing indignation at contemporary 
events in Europe, Bachofen’s hostility to the view of ancient history he 
associated with Mommsen was consistent with the positions he himself 
had upheld since early in his career. In the struggle against Mommsen he 
was simply led to define these more sharply. Since the mid-1840s he had 
rejected the aggressiveness and suspicion he considered characteristic of 
modern critical approaches to texts, maintaining that the latter must be 
addressed trustingly and with respect if they were to respond to the in- 
terpreter’s advances and yield their secrets. True historical understanding, 
he had consistently held, does not mean appropriating the other to the 
self, modernizing the past and reading it with the eyes of the present, but 
losing the self for the sake of the other, alienating oneself from one’s own 
present and going out to reach the otherness of the past. To the deeply 
religious Bachofen, historical understanding was akin to conversion. Like 
Winckelmann, and all the great Romantic philologists, moreover, Bachofen 
had always seen bookishness and pedantic erudition as barriers to the 
living reality of the past. Especially since his first journey to Italy he had 
been convinced of the value of the immediate experience, short-circuiting 
words, that is vouchsafed by direct contact with the actual relics and 
landscapes of the past. He had likewise always denounced the fragmented, 
atomistic, aggregative conception of knowledge implied by the practice 
of old-style grammatical and purely textual philology, claiming that the 
proper aim and only worthy object of philology was comprehensive insight 
into a cultural whole. Finally, he had always opposed mechanistic ideas 
about the practice of historical research; these could only lead, according 
to him, to the mere production and accumulation of information, not to 
genuine understanding, and to the creation of a race of scholar-bureaucrats 
eagerly compiling more and more facts. His own ideal was always the 


°° See Geoffrey Barraclough, The Origins of Modern Germany (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1946), 
413, 420. 
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private scholar, whose work is deeply and personally motivated, a vocation 
rather than a profession or métier. Only among such scholars, in Bach- 
ofen’s view, did true communication occur, and only from them could an 
authentic and enriching understanding of antiquity be expected. 
Mommsen and Mommsen’s Prussia thus seemed to stand for everything 
the Basle patrician had always condemned and repudiated. 

But Bachofen opposed not only the methods of Mommsen and his 
school, the way they practiced philology, he also opposed the content of 
their work and the values it conveyed. As the champion of remotest an- 
tiquity and the still quasi-divine rule of the Mothers, Bachofen totally 
rejected Mommsen’s glorification of Caesar and the transition to the em- 
pire, which he himself considered not the culminating achievement of 
Roman history but its decadence. In addition, by emphasizing increasingly 
the wider context in which Greek and Roman culture and institutions 
should be situated, Bachofen found himself more and more opposed to 
the Hellenomanie, as he called it, of academic philology, and to the tra- 
ditional notion, inherited from Winckelmann, but already questioned by 
Herder and Creuzer, both of whom Bachofen regarded highly, of Greek 
or Graeco-Roman culture as an autonomous entity sprung full-grown from 
the head of Zeus and owing nothing to any other, earlier culture. 

In the following two sections I shall examine briefly some of these 
aspects of Bachofen’s idea of scholarship and argue that the position he 
believed he was defending against Mommsen was by no means an 
‘‘aphilological” deviation, as Croce once said,°’ but essentially the position 
of the neohumanist and Romantic scholars of the period of the German 
War of Liberation and of the Restoration—of Bockh, Miiller, and Welcker, 
to whose values and concerns Bachofen remained loyal throughout his 
life, even if on some issues his views diverged from theirs. He was, for 
instance, blinder and more obstinate than they in his opposition to Nie- 
buhrian criticism of sources. There is perhaps something contradictory 
about a philology that impatiently aspires to pass beyond the word to the 
living reality of which the word is thought to be but the shadow; but the 
contradiction is one that affects an entire distinguished school of classical 
scholars. 


“1 Cf. B. Bravo, Philologie, chap. 2; Felix Gilbert, “Johann Gustav Droysen,” in his History: 
Choice and Commitment (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977), 26-27. 

°° “Ii Bachofen e la storiografia afilologica,”” Atti della Reale Accademia di Scienze morale 
6 politiche di Napoli, 51 (1928): 158-76. 


IV. Aphilological Historiography 


Bachofen defined the stance he expected the scholar seeking to 


A s early as 1841, in his inaugural address at the University of Basle, 
understand the past to adopt. 


Let us not be deceived about historical truth by brilliant systems. Let us follow 

οὖς the old oracle, as it was announced to Aeneas: Antiquam exquirite matrem 
. . . The observation and investigation of that which history has produced, the 
empirical study of the past is the great principle on which all true knowledge and 
all progress rest (GW 1: 18). 


This text contains several other direct or indirect quotations from Bacon's 
Advancement of Learning, which Bachofen had read carefully in England, 
and which he invoked to emphasize his rejection of what Gibbon had 
called ‘the high priori road”’ in legal and historical studies. A decade later, 
in a polemical part of his introduction to the Geschichte der Romer he 
criticized the ‘vain erudition” of contempory critics, notably Niebuhr and 
his disciples, charging essentially that these modern scholars lacked the 
patience and piety needed to coax their true meaning out of the old texts. 
In their precipitous haste to know and master the past, they succeeded, 
according to the historian of the Mothers, only in violating the texts and 
in forcing from them the message they wanted to hear. “Our objective 
should not be to resolve all problems. He who strains his eyes in the dark 
loses his vision. To such a one even clearly defined figures will come to 
seem as ghostly, insubstantial apparitions” (GW 1: 147). About the same 
time, in a letter to Meyer-Ochsner, Bachofen justified a criticism of Niebuhr 
that had shocked his friend. ‘‘Niebuhr is a genius, and I hold him dear,” 
he wrote. ‘But I am opposed to his orientation and to his conception of 
scholarship in general, and the further I advance in my own work, the 
more vehemently I shall fight against them. . . My own outlook is entirely 
different. I regret all that pedantry (‘Schulmeisterei’) which rejects instead 
of explaining, and which substitutes constructions based on the critic’s 
own conceptions. I am conservative, not destructive, and [ still believe 
Livy, Cicero, Dionysius knew far more of their people’s customs and his- 
tory than Niebuhr. The historical scholar hearkens and elucidates, he does 
not master and he does not destroy” (C 67, 1851. Italics added). The same 
idea recurs in a letter to Ludwig Ross, a professor of classics at Halle, who 
had become, like Bachofen, a somewhat eccentric and lonely figure among 
the classical scholars of his day on account of his impenitent opposition 
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to Niebuhr and his insistence on the Oriental origins of classical culture.” 
“The effort to achieve understanding,” Bachofen wrote, “15 the only gen- 
uine criticism” (C 110, 1859). That “16 wahre Kritik liegt im Verstandnis” 
was also, years later, the motto of the Antiquarische Briefe, in which Bach- 
ofen set forth his ideas on early forms of family structure and on the kin 
relations he associated with “matriarchy.”’ 

In the wake of much writing and reflection on problems of hermeneutics 
by Humboldt, Schleiermacher, Béckh, and others,®” Bachofen clearly did 
not think that understanding is an entirely passive process or that the 
subject does not have to bring something with him to achieve understand- 
ing of the object. As early as the writings of Friedrich Ast, it was readily 
accepted that “all understanding not only of alien worlds, but of the other 
in general, is in principle impossible except on the assumption of the 
original unity and identity of spirit (‘Geist’) and of the original unity of 
all things in spirit.’”°° Different emphases were possible, however. To 
some, understanding—or translation, which provoked similar debates— 
was possible because of a more or less fortuitous coincidence of the con- 
temporary and the ancient, the self and the other, and it meant under- 
standing the present in terms of the past, the past in terms of the present. 
In the state of joy he experienced at the revival of Prussia’s fortunes in 
1813, Niebuhr tells, “the meaning of many an ancient mystery revealed 
itself,” and a little later he adds that “When a historian is reviving former 
times, his interest in them and sympathy with them will be the deeper, 
the greater the events he himself has witnessed with a bleeding or rejoicing 
heart.’”’ Not surprisingly, Niebuhr thought well of the translation of Homer 
by Voss, who also happened to be a family friend. Voss, he wrote, had 
“understood and interpreted Homer and Virgil as if they were our con- 
temporaries and only separated from us by an interval of space.’’”’ Yet 
it was precisely this modernizing tendency that Voss’s critics, above all 


°° On Ross, see the article by A. Baumeister in Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie; also Otto 
Gruppe, Geschichte der klassischen Mythologie und Religionsgeschichte (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 
1921), 171. Ross had spent many years in Greece and had been one of the most diligent and 
faithful suppliers of inscriptions to Béckh. In his correspondence C. O. Miiller also refers 
frequently to “der treffliche Ross.” Béckh and Miiller continued to treasure the man and his 
friendship even though they could not share his extreme opposition to Niebuhrian criticism. 
(See Max Hoffmann, August Bockh, Lebensbeschreibung und Auswahl aus seinem wissenschaft- 
lichen Briefwechsel, Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1901, 192, 342, 373). It was this opposition to 
Niebuhr, however, that was the foundation of his relation to Bachofen. Thanking the latter 
for his dedication of the Grdbersymbolik to him, Ross confesses to having been surprised as 
well as touched by it, since, as he put it pointedly, he had no gift for speculation, was a 
stranger to symbolic interpretations, and could not follow him in his intricate arguments. In 
the same letter, however, Niebuhr is reconfirmed as one of the “‘grosse Irrlichter’” who have 
misguided the youth and corrupted the study of antiquity, and there is a ringing denunciation 
of the ‘“Bodenlosigkeit der Mommsenschen Hallucinationen iiber die Vorgeschichte und die 
K6nigzeit Roms” (Basle Univ. Library, Bachofen-Archiv 272, item 243, letter of 2 Feb. 1859). 

67 See Joachim Wach, Das Verstehen: Grundziige einer Geschichte der hermeneutischen Theorie 
im 19. Jahrhundert. 3 vols. (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1929). 

8 Wach, 1: 37. 

695 Quoted from History of Rome (London: John Taylor, 1828), 1: x, xii—xiii, ix, in that order. 
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Creuzer, vehemently attacked. Voss, according to Creuzer, had reduced 
the heroic figures of Greek mythology to the dimensions of contemporary 
bourgeois experience. 

It was the same charge that Bachofen leveled at Mommsen. Far from 
trying to understand ancient Rome in the light of what Bachofen believed 
we can find out about early societies from certain comparable and pres- 
ently existing societies in Africa and America, as he himself was trying 
to do, Mommsen simply read Roman history in the light of the contem- 
porary experience of western Europe. ‘All my lectures [i.e. reading] are 
dictated by the conviction that without enlarging my views, I never will 
come to a true insight into the state of mind, European society was gov- 
erned by at the time of the foundation of Rome,”’ Bachofen wrote in his 
somewhat Germanic English to Morgan. 


The task of the historian consists in showing the difference of what has been and 
what is now. But historians of this description are a great exception now a days 
. . . German historians especially follow another way. They propose to make 
antiquity intelligible by measuring it according to the popular ideas of our present 
days. They only see themselves in the creations of the past: hence their stupidity 
to reject all traditions that will not allow to be mistreated in that way. To penetrate 
the structure of a mind different from our own is a hardy work; to take barbarism for 
itself and to forget everything of our so-called civilization seems a proof of retro- 
grading propensity, social and political. 


Mommsen’s portrait of Coriolanus “‘in the attire of a guard of Louis XIV” 
exhibits the effects of this method of interpretation. The same is true of 
the gentes and the Roman kings. ‘’Prototypes they become of the German 
Emperor and the poor aristocracy that surround this throne. In time of 
revolution they are both set aside with the same hatred as if they were 
in actual power’ (C 308, 1881. Italics added).”° 

Bachofen’s conception of the early classical world differed in important 
ways, as has already been noted, from that of the neoclassical generation 
of Winckelmann and Wolf. He followed Friedrich Schlegel, Zoega, Creuzer 
and other Romantic scholars in emphasizing the religious rather than the 
formal-esthetic aspect of antiquity, and its tensions as well as its har- 
monies.’’ Nevertheless, the neoclassical generation itself had initially 
stressed the difference between antiquity and the present. The study of 
antiquity was conceived by Wolf, Ast, Humboldt, and others as a puri- 
fying, transforming activity, which, far from confirming contemporary 
ideas would “cleanse the spirit of everything temporal, accidental, and 
subjective, and raise it to pure humanity.’’’* However much he may have 


7° Cf. GW 1: 450: ‘Nur wer die Alten im Lichte der Neuheit, konstitutionell oder dermalen 
imperialistisch gefarbt, vorftihrt, wird als Sieger gekrént werden.” 

™’ See Rehm, Griechentum und Goethezeit, chap. 9. 

72 Wach, Das Verstehen, 1: 40. Bachofen’s teacher, F. D. Gerlach, had championed the new 
humanism at Basle in the 1820s and 1830s. See his speech at the opening of the summer 
term at the Padagogium in 1822, published as Verschiedene Ansichten tiber hdhere Bildung: 
Einladungsschrift zur Eroffnung der Sommervorlesungen (Basle: August Wieland, 1822). 
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differed from the neoclassical scholars in his interpretation of antiquity— 
and the difference was less than has sometimes been claimed—Bachofen 
remained essentially faithful to this principle. The cleansing of the spirit 
has simply become, for him, harder to achieve, being at one and the same 
time the result and the condition of the study of antiquity. It resembles 
divine grace for the Christian. 


Whoever would understand a people must adopt the standpoint which that people 
itself occupied and whoever would write its history must work out of its spirit and 
not out of his own. He must not let himself be ruled by the perspectives of the 
nineteenth century, but must appropriate those of the Romans, and see with their 
eyes. What profit is there in rediscovering the ideas of the nineteenth century in 
Roman history? The only value for us is in rediscovering the views of the Romans 
themselves, knowing what they thought of their origins, what they knew, what 
they believed. That is my position. I am entirely positive, and all my efforts are 
directed toward making me as Roman as possible. I reject that so-called scientific 
criticism, which measures the life and deeds of a noble God-filled people by the 
decadent and corrupt views of a decadent and corrupt age, and carries its own 
giddiness over to that early time and that energetic people. What would the Middle 
Ages of the German nation look like if their faith and their deeds were analysed 
to bits by the modern spirit? A narrow distorted image would result, in which not 
a single trait was true. The same can be said of Rome. . . For more than any 
other people, the Romans were deeply penetrated by the overwhelming feeling 
of dependency on divine power; whoever cannot appreciate that and sympathize 
with it, will be unable to grasp a single feature of ancient popular life or understand 
a single page of its history (C 63, 1850).” 


The study of antiquity was so far from being a lesson in contemporary 
politics or psychology for Bachofen that he tended to see it rather in terms 
of a personal discipline, a purification, an alienation from the world, even 
a kind of conversion. The political disappointments of the mid-1840s and 
Bachofen’s subsequent withdrawal from public life did nothing to diminish 
this emphasis on the personal, inward significance of philological research. 
Writing to Savigny from St. Moritz in the summer of 1854, he praised the 
purifying, invigorating Alpine air: 


One would like to cast aside the entire burden of one’s needs and one’s vain 
knowledge, so as to breathe forever as freely as here. Trees and brooks teach me 
nothing, said Socrates. I can learn only from men. True. But must we always be 
filling ourselves with learning? “The nobleman dies as well as he who has done 
nothing.’”* To work on ourselves is in the end our highest vocation (C 77). 


In another letter to Savigny a year later the same note is sounded again. 
The primary object of his study, he declares, is not to produce books for 
the public. On the contrary, far from wishing to disseminate his self in 
the world, he would rather hold all the parts of it together “until it leaves 


73 Similar views in C 271, 322, in GR and in SB. Likewise Gerlach, Die Aetiologischen 
Mythen. 
74 Iliad, 9, 320. 
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this earth.” Indeed, one’s aim should be to increase it and to take it over 
to the other side as rich as possible: “ “Nemo alii nascitur sibi moriturus.’ 
I have made it my guiding policy to think, study, and write more for 
myself than for the public” (C 82, 1855).” 

There is little doubt that Bachofen himself thought of his scholarly 
career as the consequence of a conversion experience. It was the sight of 
the walls of Rome, he told Savigny in the great autobiographical letter of 
September 1854, that opened his eyes to the triviality and vanity of the 
juridical scholarship he had been pursuing—with considerable profes- 
sional success, it should be said—up to that time, and caused him to 
renounce it forever. Above all, in the burial sites of the ancients he caught 
a glimpse of another world which unfitted him for this one, yet showered 
him with spiritual riches for his entire life. It was a world which, several 
decades earlier, had already conquered Georg Zoega, the earnest Dane 
from Schleswig-Holstein who served as tutor in the household of Wilhelm 
von Humboldt during the latter’s term as Prussian minister to the Papal 
States—a world dominated by religion, the tomb or burial place, and the 
sacred bond binding the living and the dead generations. Unsuspected or 
ignored by most of Bachofen’s contemporaries, with the exception of some 
marginal figures such as Sir Charles Fellows (Journal written during an 
Excursion in Asia Minor, 1838), Giuseppe Micali (Monumenti inediti a il- 
lustrazione della storia degli antichi popoli italiani, 1844), George Dennis 
(The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria, 1848), all of whom he subsequently 
read, and of course, much later, Fustel de Coulanges (La Cité antique, 
1864), it completely overwhelmed the young scholar. Bachofen was trans- 
formed by the experience. ‘I no longer desired to embrace not the goddess 


75 See also SB 46 and, above all, the important testimony in WTS. Streuber, we are told, 
was not one to write out of vanity. He was driven by an inner impulse. “Er hat, indem Er 
schrieb und unermiidet forschte, die ihm gewordene Lebensaufgabe gelést’’ (WTS xxxv). In 
general, according to Bachofen, true writing is a vocation, a calling, in the strict sense. The 
reader is not the writer’s concern. Bachofen, like Plato, has no place for rhetoric in his 
conception of writing. ‘““Die vollendete Schrift hat nicht darin ihren Hauptwert, dass sie die 
menschlichen Kenntnisse bereichert, und Anderen eine Fiille von Belehrung darbietet. Ihre 
Bedeutung liegt in ihrer Existenz, in dem Zeugnis, das sie von dem Streben und der Macht 
des menschlichen Geistes ablegt, in dem Glauben an das unsichtbare Reich der Idee, aus 
dem sie hervorgegangen ist, und den sie befestigt’” (ibid.). 

Thomas Gelzer is one of the few commentators on Bachofen to emphasize what he calls 
his ‘‘mystical” attitude to scholarship. He also points out in an interesting section of his long 
article (‘Die Bachofen-Briefe,” 823-24) that, like the neo-Platonists whom he admired so 
much, Bachofen also had two kinds of writing: an exoteric and an esoteric. The problems 
Gelzer analyses in the exoteric work (Bachofen’s contradictory attempt to argue for a mystical 
vision by trying to present it as deriving from empirical research, resulting in an accumulation 
of empirical evidence in the text, which always remains only externally related to the es- 
sentially visionary thesis) are absent, he holds, from the esoteric works—notably the Selbst- 
biographie and the Griechische Reise. In these essentially confessional works, written for 
intimates and soul-mates, Bachofen felt no need, says Gelzer, to argue a case and presented 
his visionary views directly in the poetic language appropriate to them. These are also, from 
a literary point of view, his most successful works. 

The Latin quotation (properly ‘nemo alii nascitur moriturus sibi’’) is from Tertullian, De 
Pallio, 5: 4, and runs like a leitmotiv through all Bachofen’s writing. 
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herself, but her airy, deceptive image,”’ he wrote. ‘‘As a consequence of 
this spiritual revolution it was impossible for me, on my return from Italy, 
to announce the old course on the history of Roman law” (SB 34). From 
then on, he knew that he must dedicate his life to the pious exhumation 
of an ancient way of life that had been buried in oblivion, that was in 
stark opposition to the way of life of his own day, and that a great deal 
of contemporary scholarship did more to conceal than to reveal. This was 
the goddess he was now able to recognize as the true object of his desire. 

Renunciation of a more immediate satisfaction for a greater subsequent 
gain—a strategy that cannot have been unfamiliar in the sober, bourgeois, 
piously protestant society into which Bachofen was born—is a common 
theme in his writing. In the account of his journey to Greece in 1851, 
which was not destined for publication and in which he speaks more 
directly and more intimately of himself than in any other of his works 
except the autobiographical letter to Savigny, he refers movingly, but 
enigmatically, in tones reminiscent of Hélderlin’s Hyperion, to the one 
great happiness of which he has been deprived; at the same time, he 
claims that the courage and strength required for renunciation may be 
even greater than those required for action, and suggests that Providence 
may have withheld satisfaction from him in order to bend all his energies 
to self-improvement. 


When outward activity and effective action in the world, in our sense of it, become 
impossible, we must assume that the life’s task that is being pointed out to us is 
that of ever greater personal perfection. Tertullian says that very beautifully: ‘Nemo 
alii nascitur, sibi moriturus’ (GR 8). 


The text makes it clear that by effective action in the world Bachofen 
has in mind a vocation or calling in the Christian, especially the Calvinist 
Christian sense: ‘Can any one who feels himself called to exercise a certain 
office be afflicted by anything that affects him more deeply, than when 
it becomes impossible for him to exercise that one Thing?” The allusion 
is almost certainly to Bachoten’s early expectation that he would have a 
leading role to play, as a teacher, statesman, and legal scholar, in the 
government of his native city and to the shipwreck of that expectation, 
and of his optimistic liberalism in general, when, under pressure from the 
radicals, he resigned both from his chair at the university and from the 
Grosser Rat. Certainly, he often insisted in later texts, some of them already 
quoted here, that he no longer had any ambition to teach or influence 
anybody, as though he knew that he must give up such ambitions, and 
that his only purpose was, alone if necessary, to bear witness. From the 
nostalgic sensuality of the Greek Journey it seems clear, however, that the 
young scholar had had to make other sacrifices as well, and it is likely 
that the exclusion and isolation Bachofen sought to turn into an occasion 
of glory affected every important aspect of his life—his sexual role as a 
man, his social and pedagogical role as a teacher and a citizen, and his 
literary and intellectual role as a writer and scholar. His relation to his 
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mother, Valeria Merian, has never been explored and will probably always 
remain clouded. One can speculate, however, that some of his deepest 
longings were closely associated with this—by all accounts—intensely 
pious woman, that through her, desire and renunciation were inseparably 
connected in his experience, and that he found consolation for his de- 
privation in the hope of a greater reward at another level, in the hope, 
in his own words, of embracing the goddess herself instead of her passing 
earthly forms. It is unlikely that Bachofen’s life experiences did not color 
his attitude to scholarship and impart to his idea of the scholarly vocation 
the religious fervor which emerges from his letters, his autobiography, 
and the Greek Journey, and which seems so alien to Mommsen.”° 
Whatever its deepest sources, Bachofen’s attitude to scholarship meant 
that in understanding the past, the scholar’s task was to grow as far as 
possible away from his own time, and by so doing, to rediscover in himself 
those depths of the human soul which mundane life covers over and 
through which alone it is possible for us to understand and communicate 
with other civilizations and peoples, especially those of the early ages of 
human history. The assumption that such communication is possible, and 
that, in the end, there is a common “nature’’ deep within man, through 
which the other becomes ultimately intelligible to the self, is the foun- 
dation of Bachofen’s hermeneutics. “I could well say with Santi Bartoli,” 
he once wrote, ‘che mi sono quasi sepolto nei sepolcri’” (C 236, 1867).”’ 
Such a withdrawal from the surface phenomena of the everyday world 
is for Bachofen at one and the same time a journey into the interior of 
the soul and a discovery of the structure and laws of the universe. His 
position is that of all who subscribed to or were trained in the ‘speculative’ 
philosophy of the early nineteenth century in Germany.”° ‘Man himself 


76 That there may well have been a religious basis for Mommsen’s grim dedication to 
scholarship emerges from Heuss, Theodor Mommsen, 112-13, but only in the way that Cal- 
vinism provided the basis, according to Weber, for the spirit of capitalism. 

77 The reference is to Pietro Santi Bartoli, Gli antichi sepolcri, ovvero mausolei romani ed 
etruschi (Rome, 1697). Cf. Michelet’s celebrated account of taking the baths at Acqui and 
being buried up to his head in mud. For Michelet and for Bachofen, as for other Romantic 
writers, entombment is a prelude to resurrection to a new life. See also Burckhardt’s comment 
in a letter to Schauenberg (28 Feb. 1846): “This wretched age . . . I have fallen out with 
it entirely, and for that reason am escaping from it to the beautiful, lazy south, where history 
is dead, and I, who am so tired of the present, will be refreshed by the thrill of antiquity 
as by some wonderful and peaceful tomb” (The Letters of Jacob Burckhardt, p. 96). 


75. B. Bravo’s brief definition of “speculative’’ philosophy is worth quoting: “. . . pour 
connaitre le monde (l'histoire aussi bien que la nature), le sujet connaissant doit, certes, 
regarder les ‘phénomeénes’ qui lui sont donnés par ‘l’expérience’ . . . , par ‘l’empirie,’ mais 


surtout doit se plonger dans sa propre intériorité, car ‘l’esprit’ qui se manifeste dans sa 
‘conscience’ est le méme qui s’est manifesté et se manifeste dans l'histoire et dans la nature; 
cette pensée qui rentre dans son intériorité, c’est le ‘Tiefsinn,’ la ‘profondeur,’ poétique ou 
philosophique, ou poétique et philosophique ἃ la fois, qui découvre la ‘Tiefe,’ la ‘profondeur’ 
du monde. Schelling et Hegel, chacun d‘une facon differente, développent systeématiquement 
et formulent sur le plan de la philosophie cette conviction répandue. Leur philosophie se 
présente comme ‘philosophie spéculative,’ comme ‘spéculation;’ la ‘spéculation,’ d’aprés eux, 
est la science, la seule science véritable, car elle ‘déduit,’ ‘construit,’ le devenir de ‘l’esprit’ 
dans la nature et dans I’histoire, elle montre la nécessité des ‘phenoménes,’ en rentrant dans 
l‘intériorité de ‘l’esprit’ lui-méme” (Philologie, 66). 
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is not yet outside the harmony that regulates all the material life of the 
earth,” he wrote. ‘The law he follows is no exclusively human one, but 
a universal law of the entire creation” (Mutterrecht, GW 2: 378). Elsewhere 
he speaks of gynaecocracy, or the rule of women, as a stage in the edu- 
cation of humanity and as the “realization of a law of nature which ex- 
ercises itself in the lives of peoples no less than in the life of every in- 
dividual” (Mutterrecht, GW 2: 34).” In a letter to Meyer-Ochsner he claims 
that the message of ancient burial sculpture is ultimately decipherable and 
intelligible to every man, “because it has itself been drawn from the inner 
depths of the human breast” (C 173, 1863). One of his favorite images 
is that of the echoing sounds produced by striking a bronze or metal plate: 
the study of the outside world and of the world of history is at the same 
time, he holds, a discovery of the lost or sunken inner realm of the self: 
“There is something about the walls of Rome that moves the inmost depths 
of man. When a metal plate is struck, the iron resounds and the echoing 
is stopped only by laying one’s finger on it. In the same way, Rome moves 
the spirit that is in communication with antiquity. Indeed, one stroke 
follows another, until every side of a man is moved and aroused, and he 
finally comes to consciousness of all that was slumbering within him’ 
(SB 32-33). 

Bachofen’s emphasis on the correspondence between the inner and the 
outer worlds, and his confidence in the immediacy of understanding which 
this correspondence ultimately permits has, predictably, as its corollary 
a keen dislike and distrust of books and of the knowledge mediated by 
books. Bachofen’s goal is presence. Understanding for him is ultimately 
a kind of religious experience, a turning to or possession by the other, and 
he is impatient with anything that smacks of ““Schulmeisterei,’”’ ““Klein- 
meisterei” (C 67, 123), or the painstaking minutiae of erudition and textual 
criticism. ‘“There are two roads to every kind of knowledge,” he once 
wrote, 
the longer, slower, more laborious one of intellectual combination, and the shorter 
one, the one we cover with the energy and speed of electricity—the road of the 
imagination when it is touched by the sight and the immediate contact of ancient 
remains and grasps the truth in a flash, without any intermediate steps (SB 31).°° 


As a legal scholar and a practicing judge, his attitude to the law was 
marked by the same distrust of books and written codes—the dead letter 
in contrast to the living spirit—as his attitude to scholarship in general. 


” Cf. Grabersymbolik, in GW 4: 479: ‘The religious evolution of mankind follows the same 
law that is manifested in the development of the individual.” 

δ Again the parallel with Michelet is striking. The Golden Bough, which will allow the 
historian to unlock the secrets of the past and ‘faire parler les silences de I’histoire,” is to 
be found in his own heart (Michelet, Journal, 1: 378, 1842). The road to knowledge of the 
world is at the same time a journey into the interior of the self: ‘“De quoi l'histoire s’est-elle 
faite, sinon de moi? De quoi l’histoire se referait-elle, sinon de moi?’ (Michelet, Journal, 1: 
382, 1842). But Bachofen is here echoing his former French teacher at the Padagogium, 
Alexandre Vinet. In his Chrestomatie (Basle, 1829-1830), which was based on his class lec- 
tures, Vinet distinguishes between the laborious road to abstract knowledge (savoir) and the 
immediacy of insight (voir). See Chrestomatie (2nd. ed., Basle: J. G. Neukirch, 1836), 78. 
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Legal codes which are so abstractly conceived that they are unintelligible to most 
people and judgments consisting of endless considerations of a far more formal 
than material nature. . . have destroyed all the beauty of the old Swiss law. They 
have put an end to the precious harmony between the law and the whole outlook 
of the people and to the immediacy of its often Solomon-like decisions. 
. . . The traditional sense of the law is now so thoroughly corrupted that judges 
themselves can be heard expressing the view that a legal maxim is valid only 
because it stands in the code, and an infamy is punishable only because the law 
expressly declares it inadmissible. 


Nevertheless, to the student of Savigny, the law as practiced in Basle, and 
as he himself practiced it, still retained something of its antique quality. 
The judge 


is more than a legal machine, he is a judge in the full sense of the word, and must 
seek the grounds of his judgments in his intelligence, his experience of life and 
his moral principles. Even references to the common written laws of the Empire 
are always understood and explained as an indication of the law and of where 
instruction might be found, never as an acknowledgment that the force of law 
resides in the actual text of the Roman law. Thus quotation achieves nothing, texts 
and authorities prove nothing. If an opinion is to carry the day, it must be on the 
strength of its inner motivation. . . . The mere words of a passage, the 
αὐτὸς eda of the Pythagoreans, never relieve the judge of the obligation to think 
for himself (SB 39). 


Bachofen’s distrust of books and words—which is in essence a deval- 
uation of the sign in favor of the living idea of which the sign is held to 
be the inert and lifeless image—is a persistent feature of western thought, 
notably of the Platonic and Christian traditions in which both he and his 
teachers were steeped.*’ The reference to Plato is explicit in the letters to 
Savigny. In the autobiographical letter of September 1854, he declares 
that he is convinced of the truth of the Platonic view that “even the best 
written works are always only like silent pictures of which one has a 
thousand questions to ask, with no hope of ever receiving an answer” 
(SB 21). He does not like books, he repeats in another letter, and reproduces 
the objections outlined in Plato’s seventh Letter—the deformation of the 
writer’s meaning, which the written text is powerless to prevent, the cold- 
ness and alienation that take the place of original human contact, the 
vulgarization that replaces the intimacy and directness of communication 
among a privileged, like-minded few. 


I shrink from the general scholarly public with its coldness and disinterestedness. 
I do not like it. How rarely it happens that words are understood as they were 
intended in the mind of the writer. In most cases a totally different image arises 
in the reader’s soul from that envisaged by the composer of it. And as this image 
is completely dumb, cannot answer questions, explain its origin, resolve doubts, 


81 One of Creuzer’s major works was an edition of Plotinus (Oxford, 1835). Béckh began 
his career with editions of various Platonic dialogues (1807, 1810), and contributed several 
papers on aspects of Platonic philosophy. 
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I simply do not permit it to enter the world. True delight and genuine satisfaction 
come only from an immediate spiritual rapport, in which one spark lights up 
another, everyone both gives and receives back, and the sprouting and growth 
of the seed can be observed by all. Since the discovery of printing this delight has 
dwindled considerably, become rather the exception than the rule, and fallen into 
neglect. For the book has communicated its character to oral discourse too. Wher- 
ever the present-day scholar appears—in universities, academies, or learned so- 
cieties—he has never struck me as anything but a book reading itself. A book that 
is delivered up to the public is like a coin I have spent. I am the poorer for it, and 
not indeed by the loss of part of my wealth—that can be made up—but by the 
loss of part of myself (C 82, 1855). 


Bachofen’s attitude is not only nourished on his own familiarity with 
traditional Platonic and Christian ideas, it reflects, as we shall see again 
later in more detail, the position of his teachers and masters, of Béckh at 
Berlin or of Creuzer, Bockh’s friend, protector and former colleague at 
Heidelberg. In the sometimes acrimonious debate, in the early decades of 
the century, between the school of Wolf and his pupil B6ckh on the one 
hand, and that of Gottfried Hermann, professor at Leipzig from 1803 until 
1848, and his student Christian Lobeck, professor at Konigsberg from 1840 
to 1860, on the other, Hermann and his students, whose linguistic mastery 
of Greek and Latin was legendary, denigrated the low level of language 
competence and the primitive nature of the textual criticism practiced in 
the seminars of Wolf and Bockh, while the latter and their friends and 
students despised the narrowness of their opponents’ textual scholarship 
and the presumptuousness of their emendations and conjectures. In the 
correspondence of Béckh, Miller, and Welcker, ‘’sachsisch trivial’ became 
a byword for the traditional philology, focusing exclusively on words and 
books, that was supposedly practiced by Hermann and his school and 
that stood opposed to the more comprehensive, historically oriented Al- 
tertumswissenschaft, or general study of antiquity, championed by Wolf.°? 
The definition of philology given year after year in Béckh’s lectures as- 
cribed to it an even vaster scope. In Béckh’s eyes philology was no longer 
to be restricted even to antiquity; it was the human science, par excellence, 
to borrow a modern term, and its goal was the study and understanding 
of the entire realm of human experience as expressed in the products of 
human culture, whether books, institutions or works of art—’’Erkenntnis 
des Erkannten,” in Béckh’s own lapidary phrase.** The aim of Béckh and 
his school was to go behind the word to the “‘inner life’ that it attempted 
to convey.** 


52 Hoffmann, August Béckh, 164, 220; Bravo, Philologie, 85-86 et passim; Friedrich Paulsen, 
Geschichte des gelehrten Unterrichts auf den deutschen Schulen und Universitdten (Leipzig: Veit, 
1885), 546, 638-42; A. Bernardini and G. Righi, Il Concetto di filologia e di cultura classica 
nel pensiero moderno (Bari: Laterza, 1947), 459-67. 

53 August Bickh, Encyklopddie und Methodologie der philologischen Wissenschaften, ed. Ernst 
Bratuschek (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1877), 18. 

δ Cf. C. O. Miiller, Prolegomena zu einer wissenschaftlicher Mythologie (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoek und Ruprecht, 1825): ‘“Kann man blosse Zusammenhd4ufung von Fakten noch 
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There seems no question that Bachofen shared the views of his masters 
in the study of antiquity. Even his terms of abuse (‘Schulmeisterei,” 
“schmulmeistern”’) are theirs. In the conditions of the 1850s and 1860s, 
moreover, his hatred of mere ‘‘Gelehrsamkeit’’—mere erudition—and of 
the extreme alienation that he saw resulting from narrowly critical and 
rationalist modes of analysis, rather than sympathetic insight, coincided 
with his opposition to the democratization and institutionalization of 
learning and its transformation from the vocation of a few into an industry 
employing many. This he perceived as the consequence of substituting 
formulas, techniques, and easily accessible professional methods for the 
kind of unmethodical, historically acquired, traditionally transmitted lore 
and learning of the patrician scholar. 

The privilege of presence also accounts for the often repeated claim 
that ancient civilization cannot be understood from a distance, through 
books, but only by placing oneself at the heart of the very nature and the 
very soil out of which it grew. Bachofen’s adoption of this view coincides 
with the overwhelming experience of his first visit to Italy in 1842-1843 
and with his conversion to a new type of scholarship. In a mildly flattering 
letter written on his return to Emil Braun, who was with the German 
Archaeological Institute in Rome, he compares the bookish scholar alien- 
ated in the cold North with those fortunate enough to feel on their cheek 
the warm breath of Italian reality: 


How oppressive the poverty of our German life is, how inadequate to the true 
contemplation and enjoyment of antiquity. Whoever has seen Italy but once with 
his senses will immediately feel how we in these parts, with all our study, can 
only manage to peer out from our obscure corner at the great spectacle of antiquity; 
whereas the scholar who lives and meditates in Italy is already placed in the midst 
of it; life and study unite to form in him a fundamental conception of antiquity 
which penetrates everything he produces like a living breath and spreads a charm 
over his works that is as difficult to describe as the charm of a sculpture from the 
best period (C 18, 1844). 


Book knowledge always remained associated in Bachofen’s writing with 
distance, inadequacy, lifelessness, lack of warmth, alienation from the 
source of life and light, from nature and the mothers, with the suffocating 
obscurity and enclosure of male-dominated bourgeois life. The images of 
smoke-filled rooms, fogs, obscured light—the Platonic cave, in sum—recur 
again and again in his writing in connection with the contemporary world, 
with contemporary scholarship, and especially with Mommsen.® In con- 
trast, Italy is the land of sun, light, transparency, the immediacy of vision. 


Historie nennen, und muss nicht in jedem Felde der Geschichtswissenschaft auf den Sprossen 
der Fakten zur Kenntnis inneren Seins und Lebens aufgestiegen werden?” (336); similarly 
in Die Dorier (1824; 2nd ed., Breslau: Josef Max, 1844), Miiller speculates that ‘“‘das Wesen 
der Kunst darin besteht, dass sich ein innerliches Leben in einer sinnlich wahrnehmbaren 
Form. . . darstelle’’ (2: 370). 

85 Cf. M 10, 13; C 18, 1851: ‘‘obscurato coelo et luce occulta’; there are innumerable 
references in the Correspondence to the smoke-filled rooms and the ‘’Rauchclubbiste” of 
Berlin. 
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“Every day,’”’ he wrote Meyer-Ochsner from Rome in 1865, 


I see something new, receive an impulsion to new insights about ancient Rome, 
view the forum, the sewers, the restored Palatine . . . and what I read in the 
ancients acquires in this way so much flesh and blood that in my head I can easily 
people those hills, valleys, and ruins with the old life and imagine everything 
occurring before my very eyes. You know that I am convinced of the historical 
authenticity of the Roman tradition and have nothing but pity for our ultramontane 
armchair scholars. . . . Here in daily contact with the oldest monuments I am 
ashamed that I once entertained doubts about Romulus and stood on the side of 
the allegorical interpreters. Yet I also feel keenly how hard it must be in the smoke- 
filled rooms of the cold North, in the midst of deformed and misshapen rationalists, 
to arrive at any real or correct vision of things. For history is not only in books, 
and what one sees here every day of the old and the new—objects and men, sky 
and wood, hill and dale, field and stream—speaks louder than a thousand books 
(C 199). 


Bachofen’s antipathy to books, his intense feeling for landscape and 
monuments, and his longing to stand again in the presence of antiquity 
did not, of course, lead him away from books; they simply led to a kind 
of writing which attempted to deny or transcend its own character as 
writing, and which he shared with many other Romantic and realist au- 
thors. The haunting, unforgettable descriptions of the Roman campagna 
in the Geschichte der Romer are the work of a Romantic poet of the first 
order: they create a visionary landscape into which the reader is invited 
to step, as if into the timeless nature of Rome itself. They evoke, one might 
say, the luminous body of that maternal goddess whom the Bachofen of 
the autobiography longed to embrace directly, not in mere signs and im- 
ages. Characteristically, Bachofen’s model for such an anti-bookish book 
was itself another book. In the great letter to Savigny he relates that 
Winckelmann’s History of Art had given him “‘one of the greatest pleasures 
of my entire life.” 


The magic of Winckelmann’s history of art lies in. . . the noble classical grace 

. . that is diffused throughout the work. One cannot help seeing that it was 
written beneath the warmer sun of Italy, where one feels everything more deeply, 
pain and joy and the true meaning of things; it is no product of our smoky study 
rooms, with their rancid smell of tallow candles and oil lamps (M 10). 


Explaining his own endeavor in the Geschichte der Romer to Wilhelm Hen- 
zen some years later, Bachofen took up the same themes and images. His 
nature descriptions were necessary, he declared, in order to transport the 
northern public into a landscape of which it had no glimmering. The 
northern reader’s 


land, people, and ideas are so entirely different from everything that surrounds 
the Roman people, that he must first be brought to feel this difference and be 
introduced into the southern landscape. From this need sprang my efforts in the 
first essays [of the Geschichte]. I was not at all interested in providing a topographic 
description but in portraying the land in general and its intimate relation to the 
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nature of the inhabitants. All the details are intended to serve this end and they 
are not meant to have any autonomous significance (C 65, 1850). 


As criticism and bookish study—“’Schulmeisterei’’—never gain access 
to the life of the past, but remain always external to it, shut up “in the 
smoke-filled rooms of the cold North,” the knowledge they provide never 
has the wholeness of life; it always consists of lifeless fragments. The 
critical, analytical intellect, in sum, which is unable to give itself up to the 
object, but stands back from it to dominate it, fails always to carry off the 
prize. Its knowledge is not the knowledge the lover has of his beloved, 
but the knowledge the anatomist has of a corpse. In the great preface he 
wrote to his Histoire de France in 1869 Michelet evoked the artist-historian 
setting out on his journey to the underworld and being advised by the 
men of reason, the philosophers, to arm himself, like Aeneas, with a 
sword, in order to maintain his distance from the dangerous specters that 
will crowd round him. Michelet’s historian rejects the advice in horror: 


Fatal wisdom!. . . Oh how perfectly ignorant is the philosopher of the true nature 
of the artist, of the secret talisman that is the strength of history and that enables 
it to pass to and fro between the living and the dead! . . . You should know then, 
ignorant men, that without a sword, without a weapon, without rudely disturbing 
the trusting souls who ask for resurrection, art retains its lucidity even as it gathers 
them to itself and restores breath to them.*® 


In Bachofen’s case, rejection of violence in interpretation and respect for 
the otherness of the other led the historian on occasion to adopt the 
humble role of the collector. “I shall not be too proud,” he wrote Savigny, 
“to appear in the modest position of a collector who here and there con- 
tributes something to the understanding of the material and to the un- 
ravelling of the antique idea embedded in it, even if most of it, like old 
bas-reliefs, remains unresolved and unexplained” (SB 45). 

The sword of criticism protects, to be sure, against absorption by the 
other; it is a defense against madness, alienation, and loss of identity; but 
it also precludes authentic understanding of the other. Analysis divides 
and dismembers, yielding only disconnected fragments, but no addition 
of fragments ever restores a whole. In Bachofen’s Romantic hermeneutics 
the organic whole, life, continuity, is always privileged over any “me- 
chanical’’ assemblage of parts. “The truth,’”’ he wrote in Tanaquil, “15 dis- 
covered in the necessary relations of all the members and in the internal 
coherency of the whole, not piece by piece” (GW 6: 54). “Sheer quantity 
of information,” he had written years before in the autobiographical letter 
to Savigny, “ is not everything; it is not even the main thing” (SB 44). 
Between these two testimonies, the same persistent theme is sounded in 
a letter to Meyer-Ochsner in 1863 on ancient burial customs: ““We have 
an overabundance of details, but we are virtually without any compre- 
hensive views.”’ Real understanding cannot be expected from academic 


86 Histoire de France (Paris: J. Hetzel et Cie, n.d.), 1: 7. 
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‘‘schulmassig”’) archaeology, which considers its task completed once the 

figures on bas-reliefs or sarcophagi have been identified, but only from 
the scholar who ardently longs for “living thoughts, and not mere dry 
notices,” and who knows that he must look for them in part in his own 
innermost depths. “The demands of erudition are limited to the detail’ 
(C 173). 

In the study of very early history, in particular, the analytical and critical 
method is inappropriate, according to Bachofen. The historical testimony 
of the myths has to be taken as a whole, and it makes no sense to scrutinize 
each part of a myth, rejecting one and accepting another. The historicity 
of the story of the Danaids, for instance, is 


of a quite different order from that which can be claimed for a Thucydides. His- 
toricity and exactness of detail [‘Geschichtlichkeit und Genauigkeit’] are two entirely 
different things. There can be no question of the latter as far as the prehistorical 
ages are concerned. Everything must be evaluated by the criteria appropriate to 
it. No one detail of the great struggle by which Hera sought to punish the crime 
of Io on her descendants has more claim to credibility than any other. But the core 
of the event—the struggle of two related families, both seeking power, to determine 
whether the male or the female line shall predominate—is no poetic fiction, but 
a genuine experience which mankind has probably undergone more than once in 
similar conditions (Mutterrecht, GW 2: 286-87). 


As the mere amassing of information, the mere exercise of critical schol- 
arship had always seemed deadly to him, Bachofen detested the increasing 
institutionalization and organization of scholarship, which he associated, 
as we saw, with the influence of Mommsen, with the growing power of 
the state, and with democracy. As early as 1847, advising Andreas Heusler, 
a leading member of the Great Council who had been largely instrumental 
in procuring his own appointment to a university post at Basle, about a 
candidate for a position in law at the university, he distinguished three 
types of scholar: the “creative nature who will open up new paths of 
scholarship,”’ the independent scholar who will ‘“pursue his own path and 
stamp his genius on everything he does,” and lastly the scholar with “a 
certain general culture.”” Scholars of the first variety are rare: “How many 
of them are there anyway? And where are they to be found?” But even 
those of the second class have become uncommon and it is the third type 
that predominates: ‘In our age, even men’s minds have been put in uni- 
form. Only a very few emerge from the school and the lecture-hall with 
their own essential selves intact’” (C 45). The democratic spirit favors 
professionalism and vulgarization, the adaptation of antiquity to modern 
mass consumption, instead of the arduous effort to reach out to antiquity: 
“Kochly,” he wrote disparagingly of a Ztirich colleague who was preparing 
an abridgment of the Iliad, ““schulmeistert den Homer. Wahre Garibaldi- 
Literatur’ (C 123, 1860). And in a comment on education in his autobio- 
graphical letter to Savigny he noted: 


If present materialistic trends become dominant, learning is likely once more to 
become a priesthood which will lack state support, and must have recourse to 
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private funds and private activity of all sorts. Only then will it be possible to 
realize the ideal of which I have spoken and to eradicate the literary proletariat 
with all its evil consequences (M 8). 


Professional criticism is without value because it can be imparted me- 
chanically to large numbers and to a uniform standard, and requires a 
bureaucratic salaried professorate, for whom education and scholarship 
are not a deeply-experienced, personal vocation but a business and a 
career. Both mass education and vast co-operative scholarly enterprises, 
such as Mommsen’s celebrated Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, for which 
Bachofen never let slip an opportunity of expressing his contempt, were 
at odds with an essentially religious view of scholarship as a prophetic 
vocation or at least a high priesthood of the elect. “11 is not the man who 
has chosen his studies,” he once remarked of the Duc de Luynes, ‘but 
they that have chosen him” (SB 29), and in the remarkable eulogy of 
Streuber: 


In the decisive moments of our lives we seldom freely determine our own actions. 
What appears to be our work has its ultimate origin in a higher design. We believe 
we choose our vocation, but in fact we are chosen by it. Therein lies its higher 
justification, therein the source of the joy with which we carry it out and the 
blessing that it brings to us (WTS vi-vii). 


Toward the end of his life Bachofen told Josef Kohler that he felt himself 
a hermit—one cannot help recalling Burckhardt’s sympathetic portrayal 
of the early Christian hermits in Die Zeit Konstantins des Grossen (1853) 
and, though Bachofen used the term ‘’Einsiedler,” one is also reminded 
of the subtitle of Holderlin’s Hyperion: “Der Eremit in Griechenland’’— 
and that he was convinced neither his ideas nor the kind of anthropological 
evidence he was collecting for them would be accepted by the academic 
establishment of his time. But it is unlikely that his isolation ever led him 
to question his position; on the contrary, it seems, as in the case of an 
earlier Swiss Jean-Jacques, to have been interpreted by him as a sign of 
the rightness of his cause. In the religious context which appears to have 
been that of nearly all Bachofen’s thought and experience, persecution 
and martyrdom are confirmation of the purity of faith. 

After his resignation from the university in 1844 Bachofen ceased, as 
we have already observed, to regard his vocation as that of teacher and 
educator of the youth of his city, and saw himself rather as a lonely 
witness to the truth in a fallen world, in which a small number at best, 
if it were the will of Providence, might heed his words. Increasingly, as 
he felt himself becoming more and more eccentric with respect to the 
interests and activities of academic philologists, he sought to associate 
himself with other marginal figures and to discern in them fellow spirits 
possessed by the same vision of truth or responding, as if through the 
intervention of divine grace, to his call. 

He dedicated his Versuch tiber die Grabersymbolik der Alten (1859) to 
Ludwig Ross, who shared his isolation and exclusion from the contem- 
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porary circles of scholarship, his passionate enthusiasm for the land and 
landscape of Greece and Asia Minor, which Ross knew well and had 
described in numerous travel accounts, and, above all, his fierce opposition 
to Niebuhr, his rejection of the “fanatic overestimation of the Greeks” 
(Hellenika, Halle, 1846), and his insistence on the priority of the Oriental 
peoples as teachers of the Greeks and Romans. He also sought encour- 
agement and support outside the ranks of professional philologists, and 
indeed outside the world of German-speaking scholars, from early an- 
thropologists and sociologists like Lewis Henry Morgan, Alexis Giraud- 
Teulon, and Josef Kohler, from the literary historian Felix Liebrecht in 
Liege, from Elie Reclus, the French littérateur, Utopian, and amateur so- 
ciologist, and Prosper Biardot, a Parisian collector who shared some of his 
ideas about Greek vases. In them, he tried to discern a band of elect whom 
he could oppose to Mommsen and the academic establishment. Having 
come across an essay on funerary urns by an unknown Frenchman (Brog- 
niart, Explication du symbolisme des terres cuites de rapport funéraire) in a 
bookshop on the Quai Voltaire in Paris, he tells Meyer-Ochsner that he 
has succeeded in establishing contact with the author, who has ideas very 
similar to his own. “I have the greatest respect,” he wrote, “for such 
people, who belong to no clique, and receive no professional salary, yet 
spend year after year. . . living only for their work” (C 189, 1864). Years 
later, with the same patrician pride in his amateur status, he wrote to Elie 
Reclus that 


n’étant point homme d’école, je n’écris point pour des savants tels que les grands 
Académiciens du Pont Neuf [of the Académie des Inscriptions in Paris], mais pour 
des hommes intelligents non titrés, qui aiment se reporter vers les origines de notre 
espéce et d’étudier [sic] un état de barbarie dont nous n’avons pas le droit d’étre 
honteux (C 305, 1880). 


At least two members of Bachofen’s priesthood, Morgan and Liebrecht, 
did not share his antique conservatism. As a group, it was by no means 
made up of like-minded souls, as Bachofen would have liked to think. 
On the contrary, it was utterly heteroclite; and it held together only as 
a lonely old man’s imaginary refuge from a hated, contemporary reality 
which was symbolized for him by the academic establishment and the 
conceptions of antiquity and of scholarship that it fostered. 


V. BACHOFEN AND THE NEOHUMANIST 
TRADITION 


achofen’s opposition to the academic scholarship that had gradually 
emerged in Germany, notably under Prussian leadership, by the 
1850s and 60s, was no doubt violent, one-sided, and perhaps 
tainted by paranoia. It has been shown, quite convincingly, that in general, 
as a personality, Bachofen had great difficulty relating to reality not only 
in his scholarly activity but also in his personal relations. His essentially 
religious ideal of immediate presence to the other was bound to meet with 
constant shipwreck in the world of everyday social reality. In a fair and 
sensitive study, the Swiss classicist Thomas Gelzer has argued that both 
Bachofen’s scholarship and his personal life were characterized by re- 
peated efforts to adjust the empirical world, in which he did not feel at 
home, to a visionary world of his own making, by the repeated failure 
of these efforts, and, following the experiences of failure, by repeated acts 
of withdrawal, which aggravated and deepened the original estrangement 
from reality.*” 

There is not much doubt that Bachofen disliked the reality of the world 
around him and felt himself an exile in it. ‘“Mihi ipsi exul in propria patria 
videor,’”” he once wrote to Agostino Gervasio, not simply out of a desire 
to say something elegant and flattering to his Italian correspondent (C 19, 
1844).°° There is not much doubt either that he constantly sought refuge, 
in literature, in scholarship, in the past, in imaginary worlds, from a present 
with which he felt himself out of tune and out of sympathy. ‘“Equidem 
semper obscurato caelo et luce occulta ad litteras, tamquam ad aram con- 
ἔαρι, he wrote Gervasio seven years later (C 69, 1851); and from the 
Paris of Louis Napoleon in 1864: ‘‘How contemptible all that imperial 
brilliance seemed to me! But the Campana Museum was there, and so, 
in the year 1864, I was able to spend many days among the Etruscans’”’ 
(C 188). The world he claimed to have found in the remote antiquity 
of the race may well have been in some measure an ideal construction 


87 “Die Bachofen-Briefe,”” Schweizerische Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte 19 (1969): 779-869. 

88 Cf. C 39, 1846: ‘“‘Semperne in patria tristissimum agam exilium?” 

8° Cf. C 84, 1856, in which he tells Meyer-Ochsner of a journey to Vienna, Dresden, Berlin 
and Munich and of conversations with scholars there: ‘Im Ganzen aber habe ich mich mit 
den Todten besser unterhalten, und ich muss gestehn, ich wiirde sie auch jetzt ungerne an 
die Lebenden tauschen.” Similarly C 189, 1864: “Aus Uberdruss an all dem modernen Gefasel 
lese ich nur noch die Alten;” and C 261, 1869: ‘“Darum ist mir das Alterthum so lieb, weil 
ich mit der modernen Herrlichkeit auf sehr schlechtem Fusse stehe, so schlecht als nur immer 
das Pabstthum.” Bachofen may well have been saved from a more destructive estrangement 
by his self-directed irony. 
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that served to console him for an empirical reality in which—’‘’prince 
d’ Aquitaine a la tour abolie’’—he felt reduced to impotence, and to justify 
in his own eyes his distaste and contempt for that reality. It was his futile 
attempt to combine the two realms of the empirical and the visionary, the 
real and the imaginary, to present his visions as founded on empirical 
observations, according to Professor Gelzer, that irretrievably damaged 
Bachofen’s reputation as a scholar and reduced the value of his contri- 
bution to the scientific study of social institutions.” His greatest works, 
Gelzer holds, are those that are least scholarly, or least burdened by an 
apparatus of evidence that is never truly integrated into his text: the au- 
tobiographical sketch, the journal of the journey to Greece, the introduc- 
tions to the Mutterrecht and to Tanaquil. If only Bachofen had accepted 
the poetic, visionary, and nonempirical nature of his work, Gelzer suggests, 
everything would have gone much better for him. 

There is much that is telling in this argument. Nevertheless, the import 
of Bachofen’s work is drastically reduced by treating him as a pathological 
case of maladjustment to reality. A similar argument could easily be ap- 
plied to Holderlin, for instance, whose intense unhappiness with the pres- 
ent—“‘ein Totengarten’’ (Hyperion, 1)—and whose ardent longing for what 
he defined variously as nature, the divine, and the world of the glorious 
dead, so strikingly anticipates Bachofen. Yet it cannot seriously be main- 
tained that an explanation in terms of his personality can do justice to 
Holderlin’s poetic achievement. Bachofen’s protest was directed precisely 
at the distinction of two truths and two realms—one soberly scientific and 
the other poetic or visionary—that Professor Gelzer thinks he would have 
done well to recognize. Indeed, it could be argued that the most important 
effect of Mommsen’s domination of the field of classical philology was to 
have driven a wedge between the detailed and “‘scientific’’ labor of the 
scholar and the synthesizing and “‘poetic’’ work of the historian proper. 
Mommsen himself regarded the latter, the supposed goal and culmination 
of the scholar’s endeavors, in the way some skeptics think of God, alter- 
nately with irony as illusory and unattainable, and with awe as an ideal 
reserved for a few privileged souls.”’ Bachofen, on the other hand, was 
not willing, it seems, either to accept a form of peaceful coexistence, with 
a division of spheres of influence, or even to claim absolute superiority 
for the spiritual over the material. All his work is a protest against division 
and discontinuity-—between the material and the spiritual, earth and sun, 


"Ὁ Baeumler also points to Bachofen’s refusal or inability to distinguish between the myth- 
ical and the historical as the principal flaw of his work: “He raises once more the barrier 
between mythical and historical time which Schelling had so shrewdly and prudently low- 
ered. Beginning and end, myth and history are one for Bachofen. He who would understand 
and enjoy Bachofen, without at the same time putting his critical faculties to sleep, must 
himself reintroduce into his work the barrier between myth and history. Bachofen’s work 
can be read as purely mythological—and this is the condition that makes it possible to love 
it without a sacrificium intellectus” (“‘Bachofen und die Religionsgeschichte,”’ in Das mythische 
Weltalter, 233). 

*! See Heuss, Theodor Mommsen, 116-27. 
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the Asiatic (or Christian) and the Greek, the sacred and the profane, myth 
and history, mother and father, nature and law, the past and the present, 
the dead and the living; and also against every revolutionary attempt to 
restore unity by violently suppressing one of the terms. 

In taking this position Bachofen was not, I believe, a renegade from the 
tradition of German philology nor an aberrant figure whose work is dis- 
torted by fateful difficulties of personal psychology; and it is possible to 
see him, with considerable justification, as he appears to have seen himself: 
that is, as the faithful knight of an abandoned, beloved cause. For the 
great tradition of German neohumanist and Romantic philology, in which 
he had been raised and nourished, almost certainly took its place in his 
eyes alongside those other victims of time and man’s cruel ingratitude that 
he took it upon himself to champion and to redeem: the Mothers, the 
dead, vanished or vanishing communities such as those of the Engadine, 
which he described in one of his letters to Savigny, and of the Hebridean 
islands, which he visited during his sojourn in the British Isles (C 78, 1854; 
SB 24). All, in his eyes, had been repudiated by the children they had 
raised and nourished; all were the object of his pious, filial attention. 

His eulogy of Streuber leaves no doubt of the significance the years in 
Berlin had had for Bachofen, of “the magic which the Friedrich Wilhelm 
University exercises on young, receptive, and eager spirits,” as he put it. 
“As one new born,” he declared, ‘“Streuber was blessed in Berlin with 
what no subsequent time of life ever brings back’’—a feeling of harmony 
with the present and confidence in the future, a sense of the rightness and 
efficacy of enthusiasm and idealism. When he finally left Berlin, “his mood 
was that of a man who has been flying high in a dream world and now, 
on awakening, feels himself sinking down to the harsh terrain of reality” 
(WTS vi, vii, xii). In 1857 the memory of a Berlin that had been a focus 
of the most generous idealism was obviously still fresh in Bachofen’s mind, 
painfully fresh as he beheld it now, usurped and invaded, as he believed, 
by a generation of crass, self-seeking materialists. 

This does not mean that coming after the great days of German phi- 
lology, after Humboldt and Bockh and Miller, in whom, as in ancient 
Italy, he seems to have perceived “a sense of the measure and fullness 
of all things, the supreme human harmony,” (M, 10) Bachofen did not 
emphasize certain aspects of the tradition he had inherited at the expense 
of certain others. The tradition, after all, was broken and lost for him, 
already an object of nostalgia. Nor does it mean that factors of personal 
psychology did not affect his work, at least as the condition of an acute 
sensitivity to certain features of contemporary reality. This is true of most 
artists, not least of an earlier Swiss Jean-Jacques or of Hélderlin, with both 
of whom Bachofen shows surprising affinities. Moreover, it must be ac- 
knowledged that a personal psychology develops inside a family and a 
community and cannot easily be viewed in abstraction from them. I would 
therefore claim not only that Bachofen’s position is intelligible in the con- 
text of the philological tradition he was raised in, but that it opens up 
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questions which are not spirited away by pointing to his own psychological 
peculiarities. 

In opposition to the critical and positivist school, which he saw every- 
where ascendant, Bachofen may have given undue emphasis to certain 
aspects of the philological tradition. Most of his basic positions can, how- 
ever, be found in the essential writings of the great philologists who were 
his masters. In his autobiographical letter to Savigny he himself declared 
that philology was the beginning and the end of all his studies (M 3); and 
he presented this as the essential difference between his own approach 
to the study of law and the more systematic approach of Savigny himself. 


I was drawn to the study of law by philology. It is here that I started and hither 
that my legal studies led me back. In this respect my attitude toward my field has 
always remained unchanged. Roman law has always struck me as a branch of 
classical and particularly of Latin philology, hence as part of a vast field encom- 
passing the whole of classical antiquity. What interested me was the ancient world 
itself and not the applicability of its lessons to present-day needs; it was ancient 
and not modern Roman law that I really wanted to study. With these attitudes 
taken over from philology, I often found myself in a painful opposition to the 
instructors and books I had chosen as my guides. More and more I came to 
disregard the modern point of view and subordinate it to ancient criteria. I felt an 
increasing distaste for all modern systems. I wanted to see the material in its 
original form and looked on all attempts to adjust it to modern conceptions as 
mere misrepresentations of a sort that were bound to frustrate any true under- 
standing of ancient life. It struck me as an unwarranted dogmatization that could 
only result in error and perplexity. I was also dissatisfied with the current method 
of resolving controversies, which struck me as no better than Justinian’s dream 
of a jurisprudence free from doubt and contradiction. It seemed to me much more 
fruitful to investigate the profound reasons why equally distinguished jurists could 
come to entirely different conclusions (M 3-4). 


Whatever Bachofen’s personal and intellectual sympathy with Sa- 
vigny—as expressed, for instance, in his Inaugural Lecture at the Uni- 
versity of Basle on Das Naturrecht und das geschichtliche Recht (1841)— 
the views expressed in the 1854 letter are, as he himself indicates, at odds 
with those of the addressee. In his System des heutigen rdémischen Rechts 
(1840-1849), Savigny formulated his principles and intentions very 
clearly, placing ‘‘the essence of the systematic method in the knowledge 
and exhibition of the innate connexion or of the relationship by which 
the single ideas and rules of law are attached to a great unity.’””* Savigny’s 
primary interest lay in modern Roman law and while he saw law as the 
creation and expression of the life of a people, in the same way that his 
close friend and former student Jacob Grimm looked on language, he 


52 System of the Modern Roman Law, trans. William Holloway (Madras: J. Higginbotham, 
1867), xix. On Savigny, see Giuliano Marini, Savigny e il metodo della scienza giuridica (Milan: 
A. Giuffre, 1966), especially 120-23, 137-38, 158-59, 167-69; and Aldo Mazzacane, Savigny 
e la storiografia giuridica tra storia e sistema (Naples: Lignori, 1976), especially 28-29, 32-35. 
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stressed the continuity of the legal tradition itself and the creative function 
of the constant adaptation and reformulation of Roman law by systematic 
legal scholars over the centuries. The aim of his own work was to achieve 
a new systematization which, unlike rationalist natural law codes, would 
remain faithful to the legal tradition and the popular spirit embodied in 
it. Hermann Kantorowicz, among others, has even argued that Savigny 
was a Romantic only superficially, in his programmatic or theoretical dec- 
larations, and that in his concrete research he treated Roman law not as 
the product of the organic evolution of a people, but as an abstract and 
universally valid system.” 

Savigny’s position is in the end, like Ranke’s, one of moderate optimism 
and confidence; and his ideal is “ἃ calm becoming, a movement in which 
history is transformed into a kind of nature, and changes appear imper- 
ceptible, as in the natural order of things.’”’* In many respects it is char- 
acteristic of the period of the Regeneration and the liberal Restoration. 
Writing in the wake of the hardening of attitudes and the sharpening of 
conflicts that followed the revolutions of 1848, Bachofen in contrast was 
acutely sensitive to the immense gulf separating the past and the present, 
the lost world of ancient society and what he experienced as “the poverty 
and barrenness of the modern world” (M 10). For him, this gulf could no 
longer be bridged by adapting the past to the present or, for that matter, 
the present to the past, but only by a radical transformation or conversion 
of the present—that is, in the hermeneutic context, of the inquirer. 

As it happens, moreover, the effect of Savigny’s work in law was to 
encourage systematics; and by 1887 we find Josef Kohler, the friend and 
admirer of Bachofen in his later years, complaining, from the point of 
view of the comparative study of law and institutions, that German jurists 
had become the most inexorable of systematizers and that the fate of their 
discipline was tied, in the first instance, to the decomposing of facts into 
their elements and the classification of these elements according to abstract 
properties and functions.” In affirming the central importance of philology 
to his thought and work, Bachofen thus seems to have been trying to 
locate himself within a tradition that he perceived as significantly different 
from that established by Savigny. 

In the lectures on the study of philology, which August Béckh gave at 
Berlin over the years from 1811 to his retirement in 1865, and of which 


3H. Kantorowicz, ‘’Volksgeist und historische Schule,” Historische Zeitschrift, 108, 1912: 
313-19. 

"4 Mazzacane, Savigny e la storiografica giuridica, 29. 

*° “Die schépferische Kraft der Jurisprudenz,” Jahrbuch f. d. Dogmatik des heutigen romischen 
und deutschen Privatrechts, 25 (1887): 263, quoted by Mazzacane, 35. See also the interesting 
discussion of the historical and the systematic treatment of Roman law in letters to Bachofen 
from the distinguished legal scholar Rudolf von Jhering, with whom Bachofen had become 
friendly during Jhering’s tenure of a chair in law at the University of Basle: ““Unbekannte 
Briefe R. von Jherings aus seiner Friihzeit, 1846-1852,” ed. Albert Bruckner, Zeitschrift ftir 
schweizerisches Recht, neue Folge, 53 (1934): 34-71, especially the long letter of 26 Oct. 1852. 
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Bachofen took copious notes when he was a student at the University of 
Berlin in 1835-37, philology was presented as a fundamentally historical 
discipline, aiming at knowledge of the contents of human consciousness, 
and having, like philosophy, no practical objective, only the goal of un- 
derstanding. It did, however, maintain relations with many other disci- 
plines, including the study of law. “The jurist,” according to Béckh, ‘needs 
philology in order to arrive at a full knowledge of the sources through 
criticism and explanation; the philologist, on the other hand, needs the 
concept of law in order to reconstruct the legal relations of a people, even 
to understand its language.”’”° This does not mean that the jurist’s objective 
is an immediate practical one, but that, as his goal is the understanding 
of the laws as such, the historical or philological moment in his analysis 
is a propaedeutic to the discovery of the “spirit” or the philosophy of the 
law as these are manifested in history.”” The philologist’s vision, however, 
remains trained on the object itself, as the sign of a particular moment 
of culture. It was doubtless this aspect of philology that appealed to Bach- 
ofen with his intense sense of the difference between the ancient world 
and the modern one and his intense longing to immerse himself completely 
in that ancient world. 

Just as the philologically inspired study of legal history attempts to 
arrive at an understanding of the spirit of the law and to assist it in its 
evolution, the study of history itself may attempt to derive from the in- 
vestigation of past circumstances and events an understanding of the spirit 
and direction of human history. This is the goal ascribed to Bachofen by 
certain of his scholarly interpreters.?* Those who have emphasized this 
aspect of his work, however, may have dismissed too quickly Klages’s 
claim that it is tacked on to a more fundamental love and longing for a 
lost past,”’ if indeed they have not totally misinterpreted it. The accom- 
modation of the past to the present, the desire to justify the present by 
exhibiting it as a natural outgrowth of the past was probably no more 
acceptable to Bachofen in historical studies than it had been in the study 
of the law. Moreover, as was argued earlier, Bachofen’s vision of man’s 
destiny—to pass from the original divine darkness of swamp life to the 
final triumph of divine light, from the law of matter to that of spirit—was 
a drama played out again and again in history without ever being con- 
cluded; it did not define the inevitable shape of universal history. Indeed 
one complete playing out of it was visible in the history of Rome, which 
was thus to be considered exemplary rather than as a moment in a syn- 
tagmatic series leading inevitably and uninterruptedly to the present. 


96 Bockh. Encyklopddie, 19. 

57 Cf. Savigny, Juristische Methodenlehre, ed. Gerhard Wesenberg (Stuttgart: K. F. Koehler, 
1951), 48: “Alles System fiihrt auf Philosophie hin. Die Darstellung eines bloss historischen 
Systems fiihrt auf eine Einheit, auf ein Ideal, worauf sie sich griindet, hin. Und dies ist 
Philosophie.” 

8 See especially Georg Schmidt, Johann Jacob Bachofens Geschichtsphilosophie (Munich: 
C. H. Beck, 1929). 

°° See Ludwig Klages, Vom kosmogonischen Eros, in his Sdmtliche Werke, 3: 496. 
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It is probably this sense of an irretrievable loss, of a world infinitely 
remote from the present and only partially accessible to a tiny elect pre- 
pared to risk their all in order to reestablish contact with it, that most 
effectively distinguishes Bachofen’s outlook from the moderate confidence 
and idealism of his masters. Already in the closing years of the eighteenth 
century the desperate intensity of Hélderlin’s experience of alienation and 
of his yearning for presence had led to a marked cooling of the relations 
between the young poet and the then leaders of German neoclassicism, 
Goethe and Schiller. In an unsympathetic appraisal of classical German 
philology and philosophy, written from the hostile and critical viewpoint 
of Nietzsche, Alfred Baeumler castigates them—not without some justi- 
fication—for proposing an insipidly optimistic reconciliation of paganism 
and Christianity, heroic past and bourgeois present. Such a reconciliation 
was the essential goal of Hegel, he claims, but Hegel realized it only “in 
the sphere of ideas.” Classical philology moved within the same orbit of 
ideas as Hegel: the philologist was at once Christian and pagan—the latter 
only in matters of taste, of course. In this way a gutless, mildly domestic 
Christianity was joined to a well-meaning estheticism. The study of an- 
tiquity was tamed by being transformed into an historical discipline, and 
at the same time Christianity lost its tensions by becoming a simple his- 
torical condition. “Historicism, ‘culture’,”” Baeumler concludes, ‘‘“means 
that neither the pagan nor the Christian is taken really seriously any more. 
This is the content of the ‘general state culture’ on the Prussian model, 
of that culture which Nietzsche was the first, in his Basle lectures, to 
combat.’’’°° Baeumler notes that Nietzsche and Bachofen were at one in 
their opposition to Hegelian cultural optimism; and I have suggested that 
his rejection of the moderate optimism of Savigny was also at the root 
of Bachofen’s disillusionment with the legal studies of the latter, despite 
his deep respect for the man and for the ethical seriousness of his work. 

Baeumler’s discussion of the characteristic synthesis of antiquity and 
Christianity worked out by the leading philologists and philosophers of 
the neohumanist period raises the question of Bachofen’s own reconcili- 
ation of his passion for antiquity, on the one hand, and his Christian piety 
on the other. According to Baeumler, Bachofen’s relation to antiquity was, 
in the end, a contemplative one. Like Burckhardt, he wished to contem- 
plate antiquity and not, like Nietzsche, to live it: “On the basis of the 
security [of his Christian faith] the new synthesis, specific to Bachofen, 
was possible—i.e. Christianity was brought into harmony with antiquity 
by being conceived as the fulfilment of ancient apollonianism through a 
higher Revelation.” Such a reconciliation is possible, however, according 
to Baeumler, only to the contemplative intellect, and in this sense, “ἴο the 
degree that Bachofen brings the oppositions in his person and in his work 
to a harmonious equilibrium, he is a bourgeois.’""°' 


100 Baeumler, “Bachofen und Nietzche,” 226-27. 
101 Tbid., 241. Cf. also Baeumler’s later formulation of the role of Bachofen’s Christian 
faith in his thought: “Weil er Christ ist, weil er sich einem historischen Symbol verpflichtet 
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On the whole, this argument is convincing. As has been shown, Bach- 
ofen accepted man’s condition of alienation in history with a kind of pious 
resignation and, rightly or wrongly, considered that all attempts to break 
out of it, to live the divine life which was the object of his longing, in the 
world, were not only doomed to fail but certain to produce monstrous 
consequences. The ideal we love, if we try to realize it will turn into a 
dehumanizing horror. The beauty of primitive communism is irrecover- 
able. What men will get if they try to recover it is a new bestiality. The 
taboo on contact with the Mother goddess, in short, may not be lifted. 

At the same time, contemplation of the ideal was not simply for Bach- 
ofen, as Baeumler implies, a form of estheticism, a bourgeois indulgence. 
It was also, to a greater extent perhaps in Bachofen’s case than in that of 
Burckhardt, against whom a similar accusation has been leveled, a catalyst 
of moral protest and a guide to conduct. To be a Christian for Bachofen 
seems not to have been a passively received, secure, historical condition 
from which the wild joys and ecstasies of paganism could be safely con- 
templated with pleasure, but a constantly renewed dedication, a struggle 
and engagement of the whole being. As a student at the Basle Padagogium, 
Bachofen had been introduced to Pascal by his French teacher Alexandre 
Vinet, probably the leading Pascal scholar of the nineteenth century and 
himself a latter-day Pascal who refused the easy compromises of the liberal 
theology of his time.'’* (As a minister of the Reformed Church, Vinet 
fought to bring about the separation of church and state in his native 
canton of Vaud). In general, Pascal appears to have been read attentively 
at Basle—in contrast with Germany where, according to Nietzsche, he 
was hardly known—and to have served as a counterpoise both to Pietist 
sentimentalism and to the bland optimism of liberals, such as Mommsen’s 
friend, the Berlin theologian Adolf Harnack, whose chief aim was to ac- 
commodate Christianity to modern science, modern philosophy, and mod- 
ern bourgeois morality. To Franz Overbeck, for instance, the mutual friend 
of Nietzsche and Bachofen and a professor of theology at Basle, the liberal 
theologians of Berlin were a kind of latter-day Jesuits, against whom the 
austere faith of Pascal was a valuable astringent.’®’ It may therefore have 
been in a far more strenuous Christian spirit than Baeumler suggests that 
Bachofen reflected on the divine world of origins and on the nature of 
the redemption in which he apparently believed. It is hard to imagine, 
given the religious intensity of his vision of antiquity, that it simply co- 
existed alongside his Christian faith, neither affecting it nor affected by 
it. The repeated exhortations, both implicit and explicit, to remember the 
rights of the Mothers and to use paternal power with compassion and 


fiihlt, ist er imstande, auch den Symbolen gerecht zu werden, die geschichtlich iberwunden 
worden sind” (““Bachofen und die Religionsgeschichte,” 337). 

102 See the important note in Gelzer, “Die Bachofen-Briefe,” 828-29, n. 70. On Alexandre 
Vinet, see Kaegi, Jacob Burckhardt, 347-54. 

103 Franz Overbeck, Christentum und Kultur: Gedanken und Anmerkungen zur modernen Theo- 
logie . . . Aus dem Nachlass herausgegeben von Carl Albrecht Bernoulli (Basle: Benno 
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restraint, for instance, are surely intimately related to the concern with 
which the modern Christian viewed the Prometheanism and self-deifi- 
cation of modern individualist man and the modern industrial state. 

Bachofen, at all events, appears to have accepted the antique, non- 
liberal Christian view that, as the gulf between man and God is infinitely 
great, the providential government of history is inscrutable, and to have 
resigned himself, for this reason, to a public life that brought him little 
happiness. Despite frequent escapades to Italy, he always returned to Basle 
and seems to have believed profoundly that his destiny must be played 
out in the grey old city of his birth, that alienation, loss, and exile in the 
wilderness were the inescapable lot of modern, historical man, and that 
only glimpses of another life, whether pre-historical or post-historical, 
Edenic or Paradisiac, were within his reach. “The first phenomenon in 
history,” he wrote in 1865, ‘‘the most permanent and the most general, 
is wandering; migration. . . and wandering will continue to be the com- 
mon lot for as long as life itself endures’ (GW 6: 412). 

Bachofen no longer shared, in sum, the optimistic confidence of his 
teachers—Hegel certainly, but also, to some degree, Ranke and Savigny— 
that the outlines of the divine plan and even its fulfilment could be dis- 
cerned in his own time or that history was an inevitable and predictable 
progressive evolution. On the contrary, as we have now seen, both his 
scholarly writings and his private correspondence give every indication 
that he foresaw no homecoming and that he submitted to what seemed 
like a dismal historical destiny in faith, in fear, and with a deep sense of 
his own ignorance of the will of Providence. If history, for him, was always 
essentially a theatre in which men must seek to realize spiritual values, 
not the script of their inevitable realization, the historical conditions of 
his own time appeared to him so bleak and unpromising that he could 
conceive no other task for the individual than the minimal one of pre- 
serving value in the world in his own person. It is clear that Bachofen 
conceived his own destiny as lying not in historical action—he interpreted 
his own bitter experience to mean that the time for action was over—but 
in personal and individual salvation, a kind of spiritual egoism that was 
the counterpart, in a world without community, of the materialist egoism 
of the vast majority, except that unlike the latter it still served higher ends 
beyond the individual. ‘An sich selber arbeiten ist am Ende das Hochste,” 
he declared (C 77, 1852). ‘‘Im Seelenleben ist der Egoismus gerechtfertigt, 
ja Pflicht’ (C 82, 1855). [Το cultivate ourselves is, in the end, our highest 
obligation.” “In the life of the soul, egoism is justified, it is even a duty.”] 

I have tried to explain what I concede to be some important differences 
separating Bachofen from his teachers and making his work appear some- 
times alien from or even opposed to theirs. Nevertheless, it would be a 
mistake, I think, not to recognize the deep affinities between Bachofen 
and his masters. He no longer had their confidence; but in many respects 
he continued, desperately, to share their ideals, and many of his attitudes 
and preoccupations are rooted in their intellectual world. We should not 
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forget that Hegel, the philosopher who discovered reason in the historical 
world and Hdélderlin, the poet who lost his reason to it, were the dearest 
of friends. 

It was by no means a uniform world; there were many diverse, often 
competing strands in it, but on the whole much openness and, among 
some of the leading figures at least, a genuine desire to embrace and 
accommodate other views than one’s own. Savigny, for instance, was close 
not only to the Heidelberg Romantics—his wife Kunigunde being a sister 
of Clemens Brentano—to Creuzer, and to his own student Jacob Grimm, 
but to Goethe and to Niebuhr, of whom he wrote a fine appreciation. 
Until the controversy with Voss over the translation of Homer, Creuzer— 
whom we tend to think of as the leader of the syncretist mythological 
school'**— and Niebuhr—whom we know as the leader of the criti- 
cal school—were on excellent terms. Creuzer looked forward to hearing 
Niebuhr lecture and declared that he recognized the immense importance 
of Niebuhr’s work.’®’ By 1808 Béckh was indicating his reservations about 
Creuzer’s syncretism and what he judged his uncritical confounding of 
heterogeneous materials; yet both he and Welcker—along with Carl Ot- 
fried Miiller, his most successful student—continued to regard the Hei- 
delberg scholar with affection and respect, as a dedicated, learned, and 
highly imaginative student of antiquity, whose aims were basically in 
harmony with theirs, whatever differences they might have on points of 
detail or method. Characteristically, Gottfried Hermann and his friends, 
the inheritors and champions of a narrower, linguistic and textual con- 
ception of philology, lumped Creuzer, B6éckh, Welcker, C. O. Miiller, and 
Schleiermacher together as “τηγϑίϊοβ. 

Hegel’s position was similar to Béckh’s. Hegel and Creuzer had been 
friends and colleagues at Heidelberg and they kept up the relation after 
Hegel was called to Berlin. Hegel fully supported Creuzer’s symbolic in- 
terpretation of myth against the narrow, historical interpretations of Voss 
and Lobeck, the student of Hermann. The philosopher and the philologist 
were agreed on the essential point that the symbolic is the essence of 
mythology. Like Boéckh, Hegel had reservations about Creuzer’s analogies 
and combinations; and he also rejected, as Creuzer’s dedicated French 
translator Guigniaut was to do, Creuzer’s underlying thesis of an original 
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religion of mankind. But when Creuzer sent him the second edition of the 
Symbolik, Hegel went through it carefully, making many excerpts, which 
are easily recognizable in his own esthetics and in his lectures on 
religion.’°” 

In Berlin Bockh and Hegel, though they appear not to have been per- 
sonally friendly, had much in common intellectually. Bockh, in common 
with other philologists, was always on the watch for what he called the 
a priori construction of facts by philosophy, having been tempted by it 
himself in his youth;'®® but he also acknowledged the necessary guiding 
role of philosophical schemata in any effort of philological understanding, 
and he shared the German idealist philosophers’ conception of Spirit in 
general: 


Philology constructs historically, not from ideas; but its ultimate goal is nevertheless 
the revelation of the idea in the historical; it cannot reproduce the totality of the 
understanding of a people without the creative participation of philosophy in the 
construction of it; philology thus culminates in philosophy, and at the same time 
it seems that the idea cannot be recognized in the historical unless the philologist 
has already directed himself toward it.. . . Philology thus both presupposes the 
philosophical idea and aims to bring it forth out of the historical material.’ 


While B6ckh sometimes criticizes philosophers like Schelling or Hegel who 
“construct’’ history without taking account of philology, he is even more 
persistent in his criticism of narrow-minded, technical philologists who 
claim to be able to do without philosophy. It has in fact been suggested 
that the rapid decline of Béckh’s influence and of interest in his work as 
early as the 1860s was related to a widespread turning away of profes- 
sional philologists from philosophy and from questions of hermeneutics.*'” 

Both Béckh’s idea of philology and his own career are exemplary of an 
earlier age of philology in that they represent an attempt to reconcile and 
hold together two aspects of the work of the philologist and two ap- 
proaches to the discipline in general. As we indicated, Bockh himself had 
experienced the tension between the two in his youth. As the student of 
Wolf, he felt his teacher’s work was too close to the surface of things and 
he was attracted to Schelling’s headier philosophical speculations. But 
Wolf himself, as we saw earlier, already represented an expanded notion 
of philology as the study of all the aspects of ancient life—the term 
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108 Bockh, Encyklopddie, 617; Bravo, Philologie, 70. In a letter to E. Meier of 1824 Béckh 
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and directed against Wolf, with whom he was studying and whom he then found “‘too 
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Tradition des 19. Jahrhunderts,” in Philologie und Hermeneutik im 19. Jahrhundert; Zur Ges- 
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‘‘Altertumswissenschaft” is his—in opposition to the narrower idea of it, 
as pure textual criticism, upheld by Hermann at Leipzig. Boéckh’s inno- 
vation, as he himself explained in the preface to volume 1 of his Corpus 
Inscriptionum Graecarum, was to transform what with his teacher was still 
an aggregate into a unified whole, to perceive the controlling ideas of a 
unified culture (i.e. metaphoric relations), where Wolf, as a child of the 
Enlightenment, still saw parts externally or causally related (i.e. metonymic 
relations). Throughout his career Bockh tried to strike a balance between 
the claims of criticism and those of imaginative understanding; and he 
was able to establish good relations with certain students of Hermann, 
such as Kéchly, whom Bachofen knew at Ziirich, and Thiersch. But the 
conflict between the new Altertumswissenschaftler, with their broad inter- 
ests in the society, religion, and institutions of antiquity, and the traditional 
practitioners of pure textual criticism was not resolved.'"’ Béckh and his 
colleagues continued to complain, in terms almost identical to those Bach- 
ofen was to use against Mommsen, of ‘“Notengelehrsamkeit” and ‘’gram- 
matische Kleinmeisterei,”” and in 1825 Béckh wrote to Welcker of the need 
for the like-minded to form an alliance to defend philology against the 
trivializing tendencies of the old school.'’? In a passage of his Encyklopddie 
that probably reflects lectures given after 1830, he deplores the situation 
of classical philology as he then found it. 


The core of philological study lies in the analysis of specific materials. But in 
seeking to turn aside not only from the wrong directions taken by philosophy but 
from philosophy in general, and to concentrate exclusively on the analysis of 
specific materials, the study of antiquity has become splintered. Most of its prac- 
titioners lack any general ideas, any overview of their subject. Everything is frag- 
mented in their heads. Thus they have neither an idea of the range nor a deep 
insight into the nature of the study of antiquity, but know only details. In these, 
their thinking exhausts itself. As a consequence of this one-sidedness there has 
been a burgeoning, alongside genuine critical studies, of the most superficial pseu- 
docriticism, which expresses itself in grammatical pedantry, a ridiculous passion 
for conjecture, and a mania for atheteses. For the study of the real nature of 
antiquity, however, the generous spirit of sixteenth century erudition is lacking, 
and prosaicness has replaced the enthusiasm of the fifteenth century. Given these 
conditions, it is not to be wondered at that the study of antiquity has declined in 
influence and prestige.'” 


In a letter to Welcker in 1852 Boéckh again expressed his concern at the 
inordinate place assumed by manuscript collation and emendation in clas- 
sical studies.'’* It is not clear whether the object of this complaint is Karl 
Lachmann, whose methods of work had already begun their successful 
invasion of the fields of both classical and German philology; but it is 
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worth recalling that of all his teachers at Berlin, Lachmann appears to 
have been the only one with whom Bachofen had little sympathy.'”” 

In the world of Béckh, Miiller, Schleiermacher and the other “mystics” 
to whom Bachofen must have looked for inspiration as a young man, 
there was never any question that criticism was a moment in the larger 
hermeneutical process. “It is preferable to guard oneself from previous 
criticism which distorts one’s view from the start,’”’ B6ckh declared. 


A man can make very subtle critiques and long demonstrations in order to prove 
a passage corrupt. By entering deeply into the author’s mind, however, it is possible 
to resolve at one blow all the supposed difficulties. This shows that the subtlest, 
most complicated critics might fail to understand because they used only under- 
standing and not insight.’’® 


The ultimate goal of philology was thus not to establish texts, but to 
understand them, and that meant understanding not only the thoughts 
and feelings of others as they are communicated to us by way of linguistic 
discourse, but also, and above all, the formative “‘ideas’”’ of mankind in 
whatever embodiment these may come down to us—in poems, in myths, 
in works of art, in customs and political institutions, in the language itself. 
Philology should be, in Miiller’s words, “the interpreter of that many- 
sounded language which the nations speak, with all their living being, to 
posterity.””17” 

It was this conception of philology that Bachofen undertook to defend 
at a time when it had already been partly overtaken, in academic circles, 
by something he perceived as spiritually identical with the “Kleinmeis- 
terei’’—and he used the same term to describe it—which his teachers had 
so often lamented.'’® If in the heat of polemic, and more seriously in his 
own work, he underestimated the positive function of textual criticism, 
that should not obscure his essential fidelity to the philological tradition 
of neohumanism. He is not an aphilological historian, as Croce called 
him, except in the specific sense in which Croce uses the term philology 
in the Theory of History and Historiography, but a witness to a certain 
practice of philology, which he considered essential and which he saw 
being progressively abandoned by narrow-minded, bureaucratic profes- 
sionals, interested mostly in the advancement of their own careers. The 
stance Croce considered aphilological was in fact one that Bachofen shared 
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with almost the whole German neohumanist movement in philology, 
beginning with Winckelmann. Indebted as it was to Enlightment, Platonist, 
and Pietist influences, neohumanism had always had an inveterate and 
seemingly paradoxical distrust of the written tradition of commentary, and 
a pronounced partiality for fresh, direct readings, unobstructed by the 
erudition of others. 

Even Bachofen’s criticism of Niebuhr—which to us seems indefensi- 
ble—has a respectable pedigree. Hegel’s attacks on Niebuhr in the En- 
zyklopddie and in the Vorlesungen tuber die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte 
are fairly well known.’ Hegel preferred history as written by the his- 
torians to the new history being written by philologists (by whom he 
meant chiefly Niebuhr). The former, he claimed, at least preserve the 
broad outlines of the tradition; the latter, on the other hand, have no 
respect for the tradition and destroy its cohesiveness, concentrating instead 
on myriads of details, which they then recombine in an arbitrary manner. 
Presented at first as hypotheses, these combinations soon pass for facts. 
“The result was that the most ancient Roman history was declared to be 
entirely fabulous, whereby this whole area became the province of eru- 
dition, which always proliferates most richly where there is least profit.’”*° 

Hegel objects most vehemently to what he considers the arbitrariness 
of Niebuhr’s ‘constructions’ and the way they serve to place the critic 
himself at the center of the historical work, so that it is his skill and 
brilliance rather than the object itself—the past—that the reader attends 
to.'*! The a priori character which the would-be empirical and philological 
historians claim to deplore and reject in the philosophical reading of his- 
tory is thus turned by Hegel into an argument against the philologists 
themselves. It is these Hegelian objections to the “willkiirliche Vorstel- 
lungen” and ‘’Erdichtungen . . . einer . . . gelehrten und geistreichen 
Geschichtschreibung” that Bachofen echoes three and four decades 
later.'** ‘The desire for rational insight, for knowledge, and not just a 
collection of pieces of information is, as a subjective requirement, a con- 
dition of study in the sciences,” according to Hegel. The historian, there- 
fore, seeks not the superficial meaning of events, but their hidden meaning. 


‘? Hegel, Enzyklopddie der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse, 3, ii, c. y, para. 
549, ed. Nicolin and Péggeler (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1959), 426-27; Vorlesungen, 
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burg Felix Meiner Verlag, 1968): 663. 
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But to recognize the general, the rational, the historian must bring reason to history. 
. . . If one goes out toward the world only with one’s own subjectivity, one will 
find it to be as one is made oneself; one will always know everything better and 
always see how things ought to have been or to have happened. The essential 
content of world history, however, is rational and must be rational; a divine will 
rules in the world and is not so impotent that it does not determine the essential 
content. To discover and learn to know this substantial element must be our goal; 
and to know it one must bring with one the consciousness of Reason (Vernunft)— 
not the eyes of the body, not the limited Understanding (Verstand), but the eye 
of the Idea, the eye of Reason, which pierces the surface. 


Certain philologists object that this is an a priori procedure, but such an 
objection cannot be admitted by philosophy. The substantial element in 
history can only be recognized if it is approached with Reason. 


One must not approach it with one-sided reflections, for these distort history, and 
arise out of false subjective views. Philosophy has nothing to do with them. In 
the assurance that Reason rules history, philosophy will be confident that events 
follow the order of the Idea and will not distort the truth, as it is the fashion to 
do today, especially among philologists who with their so-called critical acumen 
introduce pure a priori notions into history.'”* 


Niebuhr is designated by name in a note. 

Bachofen’s modern interpreters claim that he was not much impressed 
by Hegel. That may be. From what we know of his own thinking, it seems 
quite likely that in his optimistic and enthusiastic Berlin years he found 
Schelling’s Anschauung, or intuitive insight, more congenial than Hegel’s 
austere Vernunft, or Reason, as the ground on which knowledge rested. 
He himself admits, moreover, that he was attracted to Schelling, even 
though, like his teacher Bockh, he also says that he was fearful of losing 
his way in the all-engulfing night of Schelling’s metaphysics and felt the 
need to emphasize his own commitment to empirical investigation.’ 
Nevertheless, it was an essentially ‘‘speculative’’ conception of knowl- 
edge—a conception shared by Hegel and Schelling—that he opposed both 
to the modernizing tendencies he considered superficial and to the piece- 
meal, positivist tendencies of those he referred to disdainfully as the ‘‘lit- 
erary proletariat.’”” In addition, in Bockh’s lectures, which we know Bach- 
ofen attended and studied carefully, the elaboration of the nature and 
object of philological inquiry clearly bears the stamp of Hegelian influence. 
It may therefore have been indirectly, through Bockh, that Bachofen felt 
the effect of Hegelianism. 

The aim of philology, according to Bockh, is ‘’Erkenntnis des vom men- 
schlichen Geist producirten, d.h. des Erkannten” (“knowledge of whatever 
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the human spirit has produced, i.e. of what once was known’’). In other 
words, it is the reappropriation by spirit of its own products: ‘“Wieder- 
erkenntnis und Darstellung des ganzen vorhandenen menschlichen Wis- 
sens” (“re-cognition and re-presentation of the totality of human knowl- 
edge’’). Whereas philosophy goes directly to its object (‘‘erkennt primitiv’”’), 
philology re-learns or re-cognizes (‘‘erkennt wieder’’). Yet, while philology 
has as its aim knowledge of another, lost or alienated knowledge, that 
does not mean that it does not seek or acquire a knowledge of its own. 
The knowledge of philology is not identical with the knowledge that it 
knows. The ideas of another, so long as they remain other, are not yet 
ideas for me. My task as philologist is to make them properly mine. The 
goal Béckh attributes to philology seems ultimately thoroughly Hegelian: 


First and foremost, it is the task of reproducing all that alien thought so that it 
becomes mine and nothing external or alien remains. Thus the purely aggregative 
character of traditional philology is transcended. [That is, philology and history 
are not simply a sum of pieces of information] At the same time, however, the 
task of philology is to dominate that which it has reproduced, in such a way that, 
though it has been made mine, I can still hold it before me like an object and thus 
be said to have knowledge of that synthesized knowledge of knowledge [’’Ein 
Erkennen dieser zu einem Ganzen formirten Erkenntnis des Erkannten habe’’], to 
know my own knowledge of the lost knowledge of the past, or of the other; for 
only then can I assign it its place in my own thought, which is an act of judgment. 


In other words, I appropriate the other to myself, but I remain the master 
of that reappropriated other, of that other which has been restored to the 
self. The other becomes self, and the self becomes other. !2° 

Bockh’s high idea of philology as a form of Wissenschaft or knowledge 
rather than a handmaiden of rhetoric rests on the fundamental unity of 
spirit in all its material and historical manifestations. If the individual 
descends below the accretions of mere “subjective” opinion and day-to- 
day evidence, he will discover within himself the laws that govern the 
entire universe. This conviction—that ‘universal history also stirs within 
man’’!*° and that an inner authentic understanding of the other is therefore 
possible to the truly honest and earnest researcher—is what Bachofen 
shares with Hegel, Schelling, Wilhelm von Humboldt, and the philologist 
with whom he had perhaps the greatest affinity, Creuzer. Joseph-Daniel 
Guigniaut, the French academician who spent his life translating and com- 
menting on Creuzer’s Symbolik, formulated this essential premise of Ger- 
man idealism very well: 


Il s‘agissait, en définitive, pour atteindre le but de l’exégése mythologique, en 
Orient comme en Occident, de se replacer, par un effort d’intuition, dans cet état 
instinctif et spontané de I’intelligence, conforme a la nature méme des mythes, qui 
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fut propre aux temps primitifs, mais qui se retrouve a toutes les €poques, dans les 
profondeurs de la conscience humaine.!*” 


It is not surprising therefore that Bockh himself entertained misgivings 
about Niebuhr. After dedicating his Staatshaushaltung der Athener (1817) 
to Niebuhr, B6ckh conceded in the bibliographical section of his Encyk- 
lopaddie that Niebuhr “went too far in his criticism of sources and substi- 
tuted fictions of his own for the mythical inventions of the Romans. Hegel 
is not altogether wrong in protesting that his methods are often arbi- 
trary.”""78 C. O. Miiller anticipated another of Bachofen’s reservations 
when in 1833, three years after Niebuhr’s death, he turned down an 
invitation to continue and complete the Rdmische Geschichte. “The direc- 
tion of my interests,” he declared, “15 more and more toward the spiritual 
life of antiquity, in language, religion, art, and literature, toward the ner- 
vous system of this organism, so to speak, and not the musculature and 
the bone structure of external events, with which history is already too 
much concerned.” Two years earlier, he had welcomed Welcker’s ap- 
pointment to the editorship of the Rheinisches Museum on the ground that 
the journal ‘will now have a warmer feeling for the totality of the study 
of antiquity than it did under Niebuhr.’”!”? 

Bachofen’s opposition to Niebuhr and to the critical method in general, 
however Quixotic it may appear in the context of the reigning positivism 
of the later nineteenth century, was not, in short, an obstinate pighead- 
edness or stupidity; it was rooted in a fundamental philosophical position 
that was absolutely opposed to positivism and in the general orientation 
of his interests and of his conception of what philology should be. It is 
entirely characteristic, in this connection, that he thought very well of 
Herodotus, who did not enjoy a good press among the critical philologists, 
but whom Creuzer, at the very beginning of his career, had defended 
energetically as an earlier type of historian than Thucydides and as faith- 
fully reflecting the world as his contemporaries saw and experienced it. 
The Greek people loved Herodotus, Creuzer had written, and found in 
his work a national history which was ‘‘nach seinen Begriffen, wahr, getreu 
und wiirdig.’””!*° It was in this same spirit that Bachofen tried to defend 
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Livy and the Roman historical tradition from the assaults of the critical 
school. 

Not surprisingly, the idea that understanding requires an abandonment 
of self to the object rather than a forcing of the object or an arbitrary 
imposition of our own categories upon it, is also widespread among the 
philologists who were Bachofen’s teachers. We can hope to approximate 
an understanding of another civilization, according to Carl Otfried Miller 
‘to the degree that our efforts to appropriate it are made with an open 
mind and that we seek faithfully and devotedly (hingebend) to understand 
it in 1[561{.151 Hegel himself was caustic about the philologists’ tendency 
“Gegenwart in die Vergangenheit zu bringen,’”’ as was Schelling.'** With 
Miiller, however, the sense of the distance between past and present is 
so great that he has lost Hegel’s confidence in reason’s power to bridge 
it. To Miller the “‘spirit’’ of ancient societies and especially of archaic 
Greek society, which was his special interest, seemed so utterly alien from 
that of present-day societies that he was led to assert, against Hegel, the 
impotence of speculative philosophy to bring the reader to an understand- 
ing of it, and the need for extensive historical and empirical research in 
order to approximate such an understanding. In the end, it took something 
akin to an act of grace or of poetic insight to grasp the past. “I believe 
results cannot be forced, either by reflection of a philosophical type or by 
philological study,” he wrote to the Hegelian A. Scholl in 1833. “Fortune 
and striking associations must do everything.’”!** But if Miiller questioned 
the methods by which the boldest speculative philosophers sought to 
embrace history, it was precisely on account of his intense sense of the 
difference between the world of antiquity and that of his own time and 
of his conception of the historian’s task as that of understanding the past 
in its difference from the present and not in its similarity to it. 

Finally, both Bachofen’s anti-bookish bias, his desire for immediate 
contact, and his view of the study of antiquity as a deeply personal, almost 
religious experience, a form of individual redemption from the petty preoc- 
cupations of the world, are by no means new. They are rooted in the 
philological tradition of neohumanism. Béckh’s impatience with books 
and critics, his faith in the sudden illumination that will come of giving 
oneself up to one’s author have already been mentioned.'** But Bachofen 
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found the model for both in Winckelmann himself. In his richly docu- 
mented and illuminating introduction to Bachofen, Der Mythus von Orient 
und Occident, Baeumler emphasizes the romantic, religious strain in Bach- 
ofen and contrasts it with the esthetic, neoclassical attitude of Winckel- 
mann. Bachofen himself, however, as we saw, made no secret of the 
profound influence his reading of Winckelmann had on him; and he was 
by no means insensitive to the beauty of classical works of art. On the 
contrary, he believed that antiquity spoke directly to the heart through 
its art and that a proper understanding of it required the collaboration of 
the heart and the understanding (M 10). He even ventured a mild criticism 
of C. O. Miller on the ground that he was less open than a classical 
scholar must be to the beauty of the art of the ancients (SB 28). On the 
other hand, he praised Winckelmann’s History of Art for manifesting itself 
the kind of beauty Winckelmann admired in the ancients. It had, he said, 
the charm “der antiken edeln, nicht der modernen tanzmeisterartigen 
Grazie’ (SB 29). In Winckelmann’s mind the ideal of ‘’edle Einfalt und 
stille Grosse,” which he found realized in antiquity, stood opposed to the 
mannered affectation, the ‘“‘pedantry,’’the exhibition of learning and eru- 
dition which he saw as characteristic of the derivative and often parodistic 
rococo art of his own time: the Greeks in their best period, he claimed, 
showed no interest in appearing learned—that is, in showing that they 
knew what others knew—but appreciated only the unaffected expression 
of nature: ‘There was one vanity fewer in the world then, the vanity of 
knowing many books.” For this reason Winckelmann turned his attention 
to pre-Alexandrian Greek art, conceived as a culture free of erudition and 
close to nature.” 

The pedagogical function, which Winckelmann ascribed to the study 
of Greek art, and men as varied as Herder, Humboldt, Ast, Hegel, and 
Bachofen’s own teachers Gerlach and Bockh to the study of antiquity in 
general, is well known.'’® Winckelmann himself described his own en- 
counter with the works of classical art in Rome in terms of a shattering 
experience, by which his whole being was transformed.'’’ To the gen- 
eration of Humboldt the study of antiquity was no narrow technical or 
scholarly exercise: it was conceived as an essential stage in the education 
of German youth and in the transformation and reconstruction of the 


Philologie einen hdheren Zweck; er liegt in der historischen Construction des ganzen Er- 
kennens und seiner Theile. . .” (14). 

135 Quoted by Bravo, Philologie, 57. On Winckelmann’s dislike of booklearning, see J. J. 
Winckelmann, Kleine Schriften, Vorreden, Entwiirfe, ed. Walter Rehm, introd. Hellmut Sich- 
terman (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1968), xvii. 

136 For Humboldt, see, for instance, his ‘“Von dem griechischen Charakter tiberhaupt und 
der idealischen Ansicht desselben insbesondere”’ (1808) in Wilhelm von Humboldt, Auswahl 
und Einleitung von Heinrich Weinstock (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Biicherei, 1957), 73- 
91. For a good general survey of neohumanism in German education, see Paulsen, Geschichte, 
especially 514-66. 

137 J_ J. Winckelmann, Ewiges Griechentum: Auswahl aus seinen Schriften und Briefen, ed. F. 
Forschepiepe (Stuttgart: Alfred Kroner, 1943), xxviii-xxix, 195. 
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German nation; and for this reason it was built into the new educational 
system that Humboldt and his collaborators devised for the new Prussia. 
“We do not hesitate to claim,” one philologist wrote, “‘that we believe 
learning Greek is indispensable to our entire people, without respect to 
birth, rank or future occupation.’’’** For Béckh, for instance, the study of 
antiquity was important not because modern knowledge is dependent on 
it—“’this view,” he declared, “15 untenable . . . it is entirely possible to 
be educated, as the Greeks themselves were, through one’s own language, 
through mathematics, philosophy and poetry’’—but because in Greek 
culture we find the pure beginnings of all poetry, philosophy, and science, 
and “‘beginnings are important; in them, as a rule, lies the spiritual element, 
the arche, the principle, which is often subsequently obscured, unless one 
constantly returns to the origins.’’”’*’ It is entirely consistent with these 
ideas that Bachofen presented Streuber as “born anew” on coming into 
contact with classical philology at Berlin in the 1830s. 

Humboldt’s ideal accommodated both traditional textual philology, in- 
herited from the Dutch and English schools of the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries, and the new Altertumswissenschaft—both Hermann and 
Wolf—though there was, as we saw, considerable tension between the 
two schools. As early as 1803, indeed, when he wrote his influential 
Vorlesungen tuber die Methoden des akademischen Studiums, Schelling was 
complaining, in terms that strikingly anticipate Bachofen’s criticism of 
Mommeen, of a narrow outlook that diminished antiquity by applying to 
it the measurements of modern times, instead of elevating modern times 
by reminding them of the model of antiquity—the express aim of Hum- 
boldt: 


In Germany, where study is more and more a matter of industry, it is precisely 
the most spiritually empty heads that exercise themselves on history. What a 
repulsive picture that is of great talents and characters being reflected in the organ 
of a shortsighted, uncultivated man, especially when he forces himself to have 
practical understanding (Verstand) and fancies that the latter consists in measuring 
the greatness of ages and peoples according to the narrowest of viewpoints—for 
instance, the place of trade, or of this or that useful or destructive invention—and 
in general in measuring everything elevated by the most base criteria; or, on the 
other hand, when he fancies that historical pragmatism consists in making himself 
interesting by reasoning interminably about events, or ornamenting the material 
with empty rhetorical flourishes about the continuous progress of humanity, for 
example, and the wonderfully long way we have come."*” 


Holderlin, of course, was even more bitter in his denunciation of “‘all those 
barbarians, who imagine they have wisdom because they no longer have 
hearts, all the crude, unlovely beings, strangers to Reason, who with their 


138 Quoted by Paulsen, Geschichte, 559. 
139 Bockh, Encyklopddie, 31-32. 
140 Vorlesungen, 218. 
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meanspirited, socially acquired proprieties find a thousand ways to destroy 
and murder the beauty of youth.’’"*' 

To Bachofen the study of antiquity still had the transforming, almost 
redemptive function that Goethe, Schiller, Humboldt, Hegel, Holderlin, 
Schelling, Bockh, Creuzer, and their whole generation had attributed to 
it, however differently they may have conceived the character of the trans- 
formation to be effected. And it was probably precisely for this reason that 
his hatred of those who had turned it into a mere career, a technical, 
bookish pedantry and ‘Schulmeisterei’ was so intense. The new classical 
scholarship, with its increasingly positivist orientation and growing insti- 
tutionalization, must have struck him as a betrayal of everything that 
classical scholarship had stood for to the generation of his teachers and 
predecessors, to Creuzer and Zoega, as well as to Winckelmann, to those 
who inclined to the “Nachtseite” of antiquity, as the Germany literary 
historians say, as well as to those who adored in it the perfection of form. 
The emergence of the modern state, modern industry, modern war, and 
the change in the tone and character of classical scholarship were per- 
ceived by Bachofen as different aspects of the same failure and of the 
same drastic falling away from the high ideals of the past. 

In such conditions fidelity to the old ideals was possible only if the 
individual, personal aspect of the redemptive function of scholarship was 
emphasized at the expense of its social function, since clearly the latter 
had to be despaired of. ‘‘Happiness consists in great equanimity,” he wrote 
to Meyer-Ochsner in 1863, 


I am tempted to say in indifference to outward circumstances, in particular to 
applause—the alms begged by our contemporaries. What avails it to grow old in 
knowledge and not in wisdom? And what satisfaction is there in pleasing an 
unknown and alien public? Spiritual communion among a few individuals who 
share a common view of life is unquestionably the most rewarding pleasure any 
sensible man can wish for. If it cannot be had, then the best society is that of the 
great writers (C 171). 


The sentiments expressed here would have struck a responsive chord in 
Burckhardt who, as is well known, stopped publishing in 1860, turned 
his back on the world of academic historical scholarship, and devoted 
himself exclusively to his teaching at the University of Basle. Whatever 
their differences, Bachofen and Burckhardt both saw the study of history 
as a path to wisdom in a darkening universe more and more given over 
to the blind pursuit of power by colossal, warring states. 

The generation of Humboldt had sought to form the youth of Germany 
anew by isolating it in a certain measure from the decadence and pettiness 
of contemporary conditions and filling it with the light of ancient Greece, 
in the hope that it would then, in turn, act upon and elevate the nation 


141 Hyperion, Book I, Hélderlins Werke, ed. Manfred Schneider, 4 vols. (Stuttgart: Walter 
Hadecke Verlag, 1922). 1: 70. 
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as a whole. By the middle of the century of blood and iron, such dreams 
must have seemed naive and remote indeed. The actual content of Bach- 
ofen’s vision of antiquity may have been different from that of Winck- 
elmann or Goethe and closer to that of Zoega or Creuzer; but he had the 
same high view of what the study of antiquity should be and should mean 
to a person and to a community, and his bitterness and disaffection were 
in large measure due to the failure of an ideal that was social and political 
as well as scholarly. Henceforth, the function of the true philologist could 
only be to turn away from the present world and to stand up, alone if 
need be, and testify to values that the modern world had renounced and 
that were every day being desecrated by the very persons—the philolo- 
gists—who ought to have been preserving them. Once again, however, 
Bachofen was not alone. In a letter dated December 13, 1834, Welcker 
noted that the influence and prestige of philology had suffered a marked 
decline and added that in the prevailing climate of disrespect, even among 
conservatives, for old standards and values, it would no doubt be con- 
sidered dangerous. In a period of ferment, according to Welcker, philology 
can only serve as a witness to past values; for it is ‘“a foundation stone 
of the existing order of things, and a fundamental condition of the pres- 
ervation of a sense of the past against the miserable rationalism and 
ephemerism of the American way of feeling.) 


142 Quoted in Hoffmann, August Béckh, 181. C. O. Miiller was not more favorable to the 
liberalism of the middle classes in 1830: ‘If only the wretched half-knowledge and liberal 
way of reasoning had not taken hold of every one in Germany too. When 1 hear the philistines 
holding forth in the Zivilklub and 1 imagine these people taking part in elections and as- 
semblies—God preserve our old governments. Constitutional wisdom seems to me a great 
folly’”’ (letter to C. F. Elvers, in Miiller, Briefwechsel, ed. Kern, 130). 


VI. Bachofen versus Mommsen Today 


even aphilological, as Croce would have it, Bachofen was above all 
faithful to a certain tradition of German philological study running 
from Wolf and Winckelmann to his own teachers or masters—Creuzer, 
Boéckh, Gerlach, C. O. Miiller—and embracing a variety of strands that 
subsequently came to seem opposed or incompatible and to be charac- 
terized as either neoclassical or Romantic.'** His piety as a scholar was 
no less than his piety as a son. The aspect of the tradition that he em- 
phasized, because it was the most threatened, was the pedagogical and 
spiritual one—the idea of philology as a restorative and reformative con- 
tact with the origins, with the apx7, as Bockh put it. To be sure, Bachofen 
had a somewhat different conception of the origins from Béckh. He re- 
jected the model, which many of his predecessors upheld, of a self-en- 
closed Greek civilization and opened up the study of antiquity to the 
Orient and, ultimately, to comparative methods, using material drawn 
from Africa and America. But even for this there were precedents. 
What Bachofen was defending, in the end, against an increasingly pow- 
erful positivist current in scholarship was the idealist philosophical tra- 
dition—the tradition of Hegel and Schelling and Schleiermacher—that 
had profoundly marked German philology in its heyday. His ideal was 
the longstanding western one of immediacy, inherited from Plato and 
Christianity; and the task of philology, as he understood it, was to over- 
come discontinuity and alienation, to abolish the gulf of time and to allow 
the philologist to stand again—and to bring his readers to stand—in the 
living presence of the dead, to recognize the underlying commonness of 
the human condition at all times. What he wrote of the ancient burial sites 
in the autobiographical letter to Savigny could have been said of his ap- 
proach to the study of antiquity in general. It was ‘the utter remoteness 
and forlornness of the ancient burial sites,”” he declared (M 12), that im- 
pressed him. To reach them, in short, it was necessary to free oneself from 
contemporary—and temporary—concerns, from ‘‘ephemerism,”’ as Welcker 
had put it, from the dark cave, as Bachofen saw it, of the “smoke-filled 
rooms” of professionalized, Prussianized philologists, from “unsere be- 
schrankte, engherzige, durch tausend Fesseln der Willktir und der Ge- 
wohnheit gedrtickte, durch zahllose kleinliche, nirgends tief ins Leben 


[= tried to show that, far from being a maverick among philologists, 


143 Baeumler, of course, emphasizes the essential incompatibility of the various strands of 
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eingreifende Beschaftigungen zersplitterte Lage,”” in the words of Wilhelm 
von Humboldt.’** This release, this return to origins is accompanied by 
“a sense of discovery” (M 12). The successful pilgrim finds that all the 
barriers have fallen, and that he stands in the presence of the dead, of 
Spirit, of the Divine. ‘‘Nothing intervenes between them and us.”’ The 
smoke-filled rooms vanish and are replaced by a world suffused with light, 
as the last obstacles and enclosures fall, those that separate life and death. 
“The sun warms and illuminates those resting places of the dead so won- 
derfully, and infuses the abodes of horror with the magic of joyous life.” 
The dead letter is replaced by the living waters of life: “All these necro- 
polises are situated beside streams. The lapping waters seem to intone the 
eternal praises of the dead” (M 12). 

One of Bachofen’s most recent commentators in German has demon- 
strated how this ideal of immediacy marks the scholar’s attitude to his 
own writing. All the artifacts Bachofen studied were for him “keys that 
open many locks” (M 16), windows on to “a higher truth, essentially the 
only real spiritual truth, which rises above all ephemeral things to an idea 
that is manifested in them” (Tanaguil, M 246). Everything, in the end, 
whether books, sculpted monuments, or nature itself, was a sign of some- 
thing beyond it. “Alles Vergangliche ist nur ein Gleichnis.’”’ Its function 
was fulfilled once it had set the viewer in the presence of the formative 
Idea of which it was the sign. In itself the sign was but a “husk” (M 15). 
This is the source of Bachofen’s anti-estheticism—though we should not 
forget that there are many passages in his writing, notably the autobio- 
graphical letter to Savigny, the Greek Journey, and the description of the 
Roman campagna in the Geschichte der Romer, where his delight in the 
beauty of classical objects and classical landscape is patent, and that, in 
general, the German idealists of the generation of Hegel and Schelling did 
not always find it easy to draw a line between an idealism that tended 
to dissolve all mediations in a vast pantheism and an idealism that sought 
to preserve them in their concrete reality. Goethe’s contrast of Winckel- 
mann and Zoega, his scathing attack on those for whom Betrachtung has 
given way to Deutung and ended in Deuteleien, his criticism of the flight 
of certain spirits into “agyptische und indische Fernen,”’ are indications 
of this tension.'*° 

There seems little doubt that Bachofen leaned toward Schelling rather 
than Hegel, toward Zoega rather than Winckelmann. It is not surprising 
therefore that his own writing is marked by the difficulties that mediating 
forms presented to him. His great scholarly works are partly marred, as 
literary texts, by his failure to integrate the scholarly material into the 
main body of the work. The scholarship is piled up in cumbersome masses 
that are illuminated from time to time by a beautiful restatement of the 
central theme. Were it not for the introductions, in which he undertakes 


4 Wilhelm von Humboldt, Auswahl und Einleitung von Heinrich Weinstock, 73. 
Letter to S. Boisserée, 16 Jan. 1818, quoted by Baeumler, Der Mythus, xcvi. 
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to explain the meaning and argument of his work, without any scholarly 
apparatus at all, both the Mutterrecht and Tanaquil would be arduous 
reading indeed. Bachofen himself admitted that the scholarly apparatus 
the “husks” of his ideas—weighed heavily on him. “I would like to write,” 
he told Meyer-Ochsner, “if only it could be done without the appendage 
of scholarly learning” (C 93, 1857). Thus he planned his final work—the 
Antigquarische Briefe—as a series of letters from a young antiquarian to a 
friend (C 173, 1863). If these turned out to be more scholarly in some 
respects than Bachofen no doubt intended, it was probably because, in 
the course of composition, the fiction of their esoteric nature, as an im- 
mediate communication between friends, became harder and harder to 
sustain. Bachofen’s strong partiality was nevertheless for the esoteric as 
opposed to the exoteric, for intimate communication among a tiny group 
of the elect to whom the gift of insight had been granted, rather than for 
the evangelizing mission—perceived as essentially hopeless in the pre- 
vailing circumstances—among the heathen. His greatest literary achieve- 
ments—the so-called Selbstbiographie or letter to Savigny and the Grie- 
chische Reise, written for a friend—were in fact esoteric works, which he 
never published; and his deepest attraction was to the confessional mode, 
which he conceived of as a communication of souls distinguished by elec- 
tive affinities. Ultimately, of course, the mediation of the written word, 
even in this form, proved inadequate and had to be supplemented by the 
spoken word, perceived as closer to immediate communication. Behind 
Bachofen’s impatience with every form of mediation lies, in the end, the 
Platonic and Christian dream of presence, intensified in all probability by 
the influence of eighteenth and nineteenth-century pietism, which was 
felt at Basle as in other parts of Germany and Switzerland, and which is 
best exemplified in fictional literature, perhaps, by the celebrated ‘’matinée 
a l’anglaise” in Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Heloise. Any one of the heroes of 
this novel would have recognized himself in Bachofen’s words to Savigny: 
ΓἼ derive real enjoyment and true satisfaction only from an immediate 
spiritual relation with another’’ (C 82, 1855). Between the two Jean- 
Jacques, indeed, over the distance from the eighteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries, and from Geneva to Basle the affinities are striking. 

By situating Bachofen’s opposition to Mommsen and to the philology 
of the mid-nineteenth century in a socio-political context and in a cultural 
and philosophical tradition, I have tried to present it as less aberrant than 
it has sometimes been made to seem. Despite some exaggeration and an 
obsessiveness that clearly reflects the mobilization of profound psychic 
energies, Bachofen represents a certain vision of scholarship that was more 
common at the time of his youth than at the time of his maturity. More- 
over, the obvious relation between Bachofen’s intellectual interests and 
commitments and the deepest springs of his psyche would probably not 
have been reproved by him: on the contrary, the indifference, the pure 
professionalism, the anonymity and, to his way of thinking, superficiality 
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of the scholarship of most of his contemporaries was what he most ve- 
hemently deplored. 

At the same time, I have not intended to save Bachofen’s view of schol- 
arship from the irrelevance and ineffectiveness that comes of being classed 
as aberrant in order to inflict on it the irrelevance and ineffectiveness that 
comes of being securely located historically. If I myself have been drawn 
to Bachofen, it is because I share his concerns in some measure, as this 
intrusion of the confessional mode into a scholarly essay may in itself 
indicate. Standing back from these concerns, I can perceive their historical, 
political, and philosophical foundations, and—with some degree of de- 
tachment—my own rootedness in these foundations. I cannot subscribe 
to Bachofen’s elitism or to his Platonic and Christian spiritualism; and it 
is hard nowadays, thanks notably to Jacques Derrida, to remain unaware 
of the pervasiveness, the fascination, and the implications of the ideal of 
presence in western thought. The ease with which Bachofen’s work can 
be and has been pressed into service by irrationalist and repressive political 
ideologies is also disturbing and casts a shadow over it. Nevertheless, it 
is impossible, I have found, to read this work without being deeply moved 
by the values it represents with unparalleled fervor and conviction, and 
by the profound longing for human communion, the hatred of violence 
and exclusion, and the radical distrust of power and domination that are 
its leitmotifs. 

It is true that if Bachofen questions power, he strongly supports tra- 
ditional, inherited authority, which he presents as essentially benevolent 
and protective. Any power that cannot justify itself by that kind of au- 
thority or does not serve it is mere violence, in his view, whether it be 
the domination of men in the relations of the sexes, the domination of 
dictators and strong men, such as Napoleon III or Bismarck, in national 
politics, or the domination of states, such as Prussia, in international re- 
lations. His ideal was a religiously grounded hierarchical community rem- 
iniscent both of Alt-Basel, with its serious-minded, pious, and paternalist 
patriciate, and of his own family, which was firmly ruled by the rather 
formidable figure of Johann Jacob Bachofen senior and united in vener- 
ation of the latter’s dedicated wife Valeria Merian during the forty-one 
years of their marriage and, after her death in 1856, in the cult of her 
memory. Bachofen regretted the disappearance of the first, even though 
he claimed that he did not idealize it, and he submitted without question 
to the second, remaining in his father’s house until his own marriage at 
the age of fifty. The perfect father for Bachofen, one might say, is a kind 
mother; the perfect mother a wise and benevolent father. 

There are obvious limitations to this ideal. As a response to the twin 
and related menaces, as Bachofen saw them, of uncontrolled democracy 
and of the Machtstaat, it seems irrelevant to any practical political action. 
Because of this, it tends to lend support to the Machtstaat. Indeed, the 
exercise of power in the late nineteenth and the twentieth centuries has 
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often hidden behind devotion to an ideal of community—la mere patrie, 
as the French picturesquely put it.'*° Nevertheless, though Bachofen’s 
political stance of old-style conservatism is now totally obsolete, his work 
still enunciates a protest against a certain cult of power that one cannot 
hear today with indifference. 

Some of the most poetic passages of that work, moreover, evoke a 
harmony that is the result not of renunciation and restraint but of freedom 
and abandon. On one hand, it seems, there is a modest ideal, to which 
Alt-Basel comes quite close, and which is probably the best that historical 
man can hope to achieve; on the other, there is a condition of joy and 
community, an essentially erotic ideal, which apparently lies beyond the 
scope of history, but for which man’s longing is incurable. In ancient times 
an attempt was made to bring this condition about, to restore the com- 
munity of man and nature, the profane and the sacred, through orgiastic 
religious cults, but the necessary balance between self-preservation and 
self-abandonment, spirituality and sensuality, life and death, could not 
be maintained. Death triumphs in the end over life in the Dionysian 
religions. In placing this ideal of a joyful community knowing neither 
repression nor guilt beyond all historical hope, Bachofen was faithful both 
to his essential political conservatism and to his Christian faith; by refusing 
to abandon it, on the other hand, and by portraying it in glowing language 
of great power and pathos, he kept Utopia alive in an age that had settled 
for ‘‘progress’’ and, involuntarily perhaps, revived the eschatological strain 
in a Christianity that was on the way to becoming a bloodless and con- 
ventional spiritualism. 

In addition, if it was a deeply conservative gesture to hold Utopia at 
arm’s length, there was also in that gesture a certain courage and honesty. 
Bachofen refused to yield to the seductive and exhilarating belief that a 
return to the mythical age is possible. He loathed and feared what he saw 
as the wild, atavistic passion of the socialists and communists of his day, 
but he also stood back from those who proposed to correct the conflicts 
and disorders of modern society by sacrificing to the new ideologies of 
nationalism. His attraction to the German culture critic, Paul de Lagarde, 
for instance, was short-lived. Even while acknowledging Bachofen’s es- 
sential conservatism, therefore, it is difficult not to admire the steadfastness 
with which he clung to two contradictory positions, refusing to abandon 
or to compromise either: the desire to break out of the history of alienation 
into a Utopia of love and fellowship, which he saw as the source of man’s 
highest striving, and the prudent recognition that alienation is also an 


146 On the political and social signficance of the theory of ‘‘mother-right,”’ see the important 
article by Erich Fromm, “Die sozialpsychologische Bedeutung der Mutterrechtstheorie,” Zeit- 
schrift fiir Sozialforschung 3 (1934): 196-227; the ambivalence of the mother-image in capitalist 
society is discussed on 220-21. See also the chapter entitled “Frauenkult und Nationalgefihl: 
zwischen Sexismus und Rassismus,” in M. Janssen-Jurreit, Sexismus, 74-93. 
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inescapable and determining characteristic of human life, which it is al- 
ways dangerous to attempt to overcome. 

To the literary scholar and the historian—the philologist in Bockh’s 
sense—Bachofen’s text is particularly challenging, since it forces him to 
confront the question of the meaning of his activity as a scholar. The 
conditions described and deplored by Bachofen have certainly not dis- 
appeared. There is more institutionalization, more professionalism in 
scholarship than ever before. The world of learning is also closer to the 
state and more dependent on it and at the same time itself more thoroughly 
politicized than it has ever been. The evolution that Bachofen clearly 
foresaw, especially in the Germany of his day, has spread far and wide 
with the fame and influence of the German universities of the nineteenth 
century. It is difficult to maintain the kind of authenticity of engagement 
with the material that Bachofen demanded, when scholarship and writing 
are elements in the construction of a career and a livelihood, and when 
institutional pressures—of universities, journals, learned societies, the 
whole apparatus of modern scholarship—are overwhelming. 

Contemporary intellectual trends, moreover, are not favorable, as I have 
suggested, to the almost religious attitude Bachofen had toward schol- 
arship. The pedagogical ideal is in disarray; and there is nothing nowadays 
in educational philosophy that can approach the confidence in the human 
value of the study of antiquity that was shared by at least two generations 
of Germans, from Herder and Winckelmann to Welcker and Miiller. In- 
terest has shifted, moreover, in literary and historical scholarship, from 
hermeneutics—the study of an individual or collective spirit in an effort 
to maintain or restore communication with it and so constantly to rees- 
tablish the human community—to the study of the formal properties of 
human artifacts and the rules or conditions of their production (as opposed 
to their meaning). Language, intellectual and poetic or artistic systems 
(epistemes, mentalités), and the unconscious itself have come to be thought 
of as the relatively impersonal conditions and determinants of particular 
products or utterances, rather than as mere instrumentalities by which an 
individual or collective spirit expresses itself. As such, they have moved 
to the forefront of scholarly interest. Certain features of this shift, which 
has usually been accompanied by a movement in philosophical outlook 
from idealism to materialism or by a rejection of Hegelianism and a re- 
newed sympathy for Kant—but Kant stripped of his universalism and 
rationalism—are commonly referred to by certain modern French critics, 
with approval, as ““anti-humanist,”’ that is, as destructive of the tenacious 
western belief in an essential human nature or human spirit which makes 
possible, even if only in short-lived moments of illumination, the over- 
coming of historical discontinuities and the restoration of unity and pres- 
ence. The term “anti-humanist” defines very clearly the difference I have 
been outlining between Bachofen’s expectations of scholarship and our 
own, for no age, not even the Renaissance perhaps, had a deeper faith 
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in or a higher regard for humanity (Humanitat), or sought more fervently 
to promote it than the age of Herder and Humboldt, Goethe and Hegel, 
Creuzer and Béckh. It is not surprising that in many respects the formalist 
position of Gottfried Hermann, Bockh’s adversary, now seems closer to 
our own than the—at the time, more modern—historicist position of 
Bockh. Where Bockh tended to confound philology with history and saw 
the study of literature as the historical study of the life of a people, Her- 
mann defined philology—against history and other disciplines—as the 
formal study of language and of language artifacts.'*” 

Like most literary scholars of my generation, I myself have been influ- 
enced by the existentialist and phenomenological schools, which remain, 
on the whole, compatible with Bockh’s or Bachofen’s conception of phi- 
lology and which, indeed, grew up in opposition to the positivism that 
Bachofen was already complaining of; but also by the revival of formalism, 
by structuralism, semiotics, and a variety of other approaches ranging 
from a new and rigorously materialist, anti-Lukacsian Marxism to the 
contemporary French interpretation of Freud. I suspect I am not alone in 
feeling that I have never fully come to terms with these competing po- 
sitions, some of which continue the tradition to which Bachofen belonged, 
and some of which oppose it. By its radical postures, its modishness, its 
ready access to the media, its prestige and its influence, contemporary 
Parisian criticism seems to duplicate certain aspects of the chic liberalism 
Bachofen associated in the mid-nineteenth century with Berlin, and like 
Berlin then, Paris today spawns armies of epigones. Reading Bachofen, 
one is reminded of the greatness of the tradition that is now in eclipse, 
and some may be reminded, as I am, of their own rootedness in it and 
of their debt to it. 


147 Hoffmann, August Béckh, 53-54. 


INDEX 


Association of German Philologists, Teach- 
ers and Orientalists, 17, 22 n42, 25 
Ast, Friedrich, 43, 44, 76 


Bachofen, Johann Jacob: anthropological ap- 
proach of, 1, 22, 37, 44, 57; appointed 
professor of Law at Basle, 12: and Basle, 
14-18, 38-39, 58; and Burckhardt, 18-20, 
78; character of, 58; Christian faith and 
religious outlook of, 5 n11, 6 n15, 17-18, 
19, 33, 37-38, 45, 50-51, 64-66, 80, 82, 
83, 84; conservative political ideas of, 14, 
32-33, 36-37; early liberal sympathies of, 
12-13, 23; education of, 12-13; family of, 
10-11; and Hegel, 35, 72-73; influence of, 
1-4, 5-7; interpretations of, 2 n4, 6-7, 6 
n15, 41, 58-59, 64-66, 70; invited to teach 
at Freiburg and Zurich, 17 n25; and neo- 
humanism, 60-79, 80; and Niebuhrian 
criticism, 18-19, 41, 42-43; and Nietzsche, 
4-5,5n11, 7 n16, 64-66, 83-85; opposed 
to positivism, 54-55, 59, 61, 80; opposed 
to professionalization of scholarship, 19, 
31, 40-41, 55-57, 77-78, 80-85; oriental- 
ism in, 22, 41, 43; philosophy of history 
of, 33-38, 63-66, 83-85; Platonism of, 40-- 
41, 49-51, 52-54, 75-76, 80-82; political 
disillusionment of, 13-15; resigns profes- 
sorship, 12-13; revival of, in 1920s, 2, 6- 
7, 6 n15; on scholarship as vocation, 19, 
45-47, 46 n75; travels to France, 12, 17; 
travels to Great Britain, 12, 17; travels to 
Greece, 47; travels to Italy, 16-17, 40; 
view of philology of, 19, 23, 40-41, 42- 
58, 60-62, 80-81; writing practice of, 24, 
34, 81-82. Works: Antiquarische Briefe, 22, 
43, 82; Ausgewahlte Lehren des rémischen 
Civilrechts, 25; Geschichte der Romer, 25, 
28, 42, 53, 74 n128, 81; Griechische Reise, 
47, 48, 59, 81, 82; ‘““Ueber Herkommen 
und Zucht,”” 13; Die Lex Volconia und die 
mit ihr zusammenhdngenden Rechtsinsti- 
tute, 25; Das lykische Volk, 5 n11; Das Mut- 
terrecht, 1 nl, 2, 33, 34, 39, 82; Das Na- 
turrecht und das geschichtliche Recht, 35 
n57, 42, 61; Die Sage von Tanaguil, 22 n39, 
22 n42, 24, 30, 35 n56, 54, 82; Theodor 
Mommsens Kritik der Erzdhlung von Cn. 
Marcius Coriolanus, 24; ‘‘Ueber das Wei- 
berrecht,”” 22 n42; Versuch tiber die Gra- 
bersymbolik der Alten, 5 n11, 6n12, 43 n66, 
56 

Bachofen-Merian, Johann Jacob (father), 10, 
83 


87 


Bachofen, Louise Burckhardt (wife), 5 n11, 
16 

Bachofen, Valeria Merian (mother), 14 n25, 
30, 48, 83 

Bachofen, Wilhelm (son), 16 

Baeumler, Alfred, 6n14, 7n16; interpretation 
of Bachofen by, 5 n11, 6, 6 n15, 7, 36, 
n58, 59 n90, 64-65, 64 n101, 76, 80 

Bartoli, Pietro Santi, 48 

Basle, 1, 2, 4,5 n11, 14, 23, 28, 65; economy 
and government of, 8-12; humanism at, 
8, 39; meeting of Association of German 
Philologists at (1847), 25; patrician fami- 
lies of, 10; revolt of dependent country 
districts against (1830-33), 11, 38-39; so- 
cial structure of, 9-10; society and culture 
at, 15-18; and Swiss Confederation, 8-9; 
University of, 11, 12, 13 n23, 25, 39 n61, 
78 

Benjamin, Walter, 2 n4, 7, 7 n16 

Berlin, 5 n11, 6, 18, 21, 23, 26, 27, 28, 30, 
32, 37, 39, 51, 58, 60; Friedrich Wilhelm 
University of, 12, 14-15, 21, 60, 62, 63, 
67, 68, 86; Royal Prussian Academy at, 4, 
23, 31, 31 n52, 32. See also Prussia 

Bernouilli, C. A. (writer and critic), 5 n11, 6 
nl11 

Bernoulli, Christoph (naturalist, founder of 
Philotechnical Institute in Basle), 9 

Berri, Melchior, 10 

Biardot, Prosper, 57 

Bischoff, Achille, 9 

Bismarck, Otto von, 30, 31, 34, 39 

Boas, George, 3 

Boéckh, August, 23, 35, 41, 60, 75, 75 n134, 
80; Hegelianism of, 72-73; and Niebuhr, 
43 n66, 74; opposed to Hermann and 
Saxon school, 51, 67, 68-70, 86; on ped- 
agogical function of philology, 76-77, 78; 
on relation of philology, history, and legal 
studies, 62-63; on relation of philology 
and philosophy, 68-70; and Ludwig Ross, 
43 n66 

Books and book learning, 50-55, 75-76, 78, 
82 

Braun, Emil, 52 

Brentano, Clemens, 67 

Briffault, Robert, 1 n1, 3 n8 

Burckhardt, Jacob, 10, 12, 14, 16, 16 n, 48 
n77, 56, 65, 78; and Bachofen, 18-20, 22; 
and Nietzsche, 5 n11, 64 


Campbell, Joseph, 3 
Cesana, Andreas, 11 n17 


88 INDEX 


Champollion, Jean-Francois, 22, 22 n40, 38, 
67 n104 

Classical antiquity: Creuzer-Voss contro- 
versy over, 21-22; esthetic versus religious 
conceptions of, 21-22; 44-45; oriental 
roots of, 22, 22 n40, 41, 43; political sig- 
nificance of approaches to, 23-24, 26-32, 
38-40. See also Interpretation; Neohuman- 
ism; Orientalism: Philology 

Comparatism, 37, 44, 80 

Coriolanus story, 30, 44 

Creuzer, Friedrich, 23, 50n, 51, 73, 74, 78, 
79, 80, 86; and Hegel, 67-68; opposed to 
esthetic approach to antiquity, 41, 44; and 
symbolic interpretation of myth, 67-68; 
and Voss, 21, 44 

Croce, Benedetto, 7 n15, 41, 70, 80 


Deubel, Werner, 6 n15 

Dennis, George, 46 

Derrida, Jacques, 83 

Dionysian cults, 32, 84 

Dormann, Johannes, 1 n2, 11 n17 
Droysen, Johann Gustav, 13 n23 


Engels, Friedrich, 2 
Etruscans, 27, 35 n56, 58 


Fellows, Sir Charles, 46 

Freud, Sigmund, 2, 2 n5, 35 n56 
Fromm, Erich, 2 n4, 2 n5, 7, 7 n16 
Fustel de Coulanges, Numa-Denis, 46 


Garibaldi, Giuseppe, 17, 55 

Geddes, Patrick, 3 n7 

Geigy, Carl, 9 

Geigy-Merian, Johann Rudolf, 9 

Gelzer, Thomas, 21, 46 n75, 58, 59 

George, Stefan, 6 

Gerhard, Eduard, 26 

Gerlach, Franz Dorotheus, 12, 13, 15, 23 n44, 
25, 26, 27, 44 n72, 74 n128, 76, 80 

Gervasio, Agostino, 7 n15, 58 

Giraud-Teulon, Alexis, 1 n1, 4, 30 n50, 31, 
57 

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 64, 67, 78, 
79, 81, 86 

Gottingen seven, 13 

Greece, 37, 41, 57; Bachofen’s journey to 
(1851), 47 

Grimm, Jacob, 61, 67 

Guigniaut, Joseph-Daniel, 67, 67 n104, 73- 
74 


Hamilton, Sir William, 13 

Hammer, Viktor, 3 n7 

Harnack, Adolf, 65 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 13, 66, 75, 
76, 78, 80, 85, 86; and Bachofen, 35, 64, 


72; and Boéckh, 72-73, 74; and Creuzer, 
67-68; and Niebuhrian criticism, 71-72 

Helvetic Republic, 8, 11 

Henzen, Wilhelm, 53 

Herder, Johann Gottfried von, 41, 76, 85, 86 

Hermann, Gottfried, 51, 67, 69, 86 

Herodotus, 74 

Heusler, Andreas, 55 

Historicism, 64 

Holderlin, Friedrich, 47, 56, 59, 60, 64, 66, 
77,78 

Homer, 21, 43, 55, 67 

Hornung, Joseph Marc, 30 

Howald, Ernst, 6 n15, 7 n16 

Humboldt, Wilhelm von, 13, 43, 44, 46, 60, 
73, 76, 77, 78, 81, 86 


Interpretation, 23-24, 31, 38-40, 42-44. See 
also Classical antiquity; Neohumanism; 
Philology 

Italy, 16-17, 16 n27; Bachofen’s 1842-43 
visit to, 25, 33, 46-47, 52; contrasted with 
Germany, 52-53 


Jhering, Rudolf von, 14 n23, 16 n95 
Jung, Carl Gustav, 2, 2 n5, 6 


Kant, Immanuel, 85 

Kerényi, Karl, 2, 2 n3, 7, 7 n16 
Kiessling, Adolf, 4, 31 

Klages, Ludwig, 5, 5 n12, 7 n16, 63 
Kéchly, Hermann, 55, 69 

Kohler, Josef, 4, 4 n10, 56, 57, 62 
Kosmische Runde, 5, 6 n11 


Lachmann, Karl, 69, 70 
Lagarde, Paul de, 84 

Lajard, Jean-Baptiste-Felix, 22 
La Roche, Benedikt, 9 

Lesser, J, 7 n15 

Letronne, Antoine-Jean, 22 
Liebrecht, Felix, 57 

Livy, 26, 42 

Lobeck, Christian, 51, 67 
Lubbock, John, 2 n4, 22 


McGuire, William, 2 n5 

McLennan, John Ferguson, 1 nl, 3 n9 

Maine, Sir Henry, 2 n4 

Mann, Thomas, 5, 7, 7 n16, 17 

Marx, Karl, 2 n4 

Marxism, 2, 7 

Meuli, Karl, 3, 3 n9, 6, 11 n17 

Meyer-Ochsner, Heinrich, 15, 16, 16n27, 17, 
19, 19 n31, 24 n45, 25, 26, 27, 28, 42, 49, 
53, 54, 57, 78, 82 

Micali, Giuseppe, 46 

Michelet, Jules, 24, 33, 38, 48 n77, 49 n80, 
54 

Mommsen, Theodor, 1, 4, 7, 21, 24-32, 34, 
37, 40, 41, 44, 48, 48 n76, 52, 55, 57, 65, 


INDEX 89 


69, 77, 82; associated by Bachofen with 
Bismarck, 31, 34, 39; influence of, 21; re- 
views Bachofen’s Lex Voconia and Ges- 
chichte der Romer, 25-26; Roémische Ges- 
chichte, 1, 24, 26, 27-29, 30; seen as sym- 
bol by Bachofen, 23-24, 27 

Morgan, Lewis, 1, 22, 22 n42, 44, 57 

Mothers, rule of, 1, 2, 30, 32-34, 39, 49 

Miller, Carl Otfried, 12, 23, 35, 41, 43 n66, 
51, 60, 67, 70, 74, 75, 75 n133, 76, 80, 85 

Mumford, Lewis, 2-3, 3 n7 

Myth: and history in Bachofen, 55, 59 n90; 
symbolic interpretation of, 67-68 


National Socialism, 6, 6 n14, 7, 7 n16 

Neohumanism, 44, 60; A. Baeumler’s criti- 
cism of, 64; as pedagogical ideal, 76-79; 
philosophical foundation of, 48-49, 48 
n78; relation of philology to philosophy 
in, 67-69. See also Classical antiquity; In- 
terpretation; Philology 

Niebuhr, Barthold Georg, 21, 25, 26, 27, 28, 
42, 43, 43 n66, 57, 71, 74 

Nietzsche, Friedrich, 4-5, 5 n11, 6, 7 n16, 
64-65, 67 


Orientalism, 22, 41, 43, 57, 80 
Overbeck, Franz, 5 n11, 65 


Pascal, Blaise, 65 

Philology: as Altertumswissenschaft and as 
textual criticism, 51-52, 68-70; and law, 
61-63; as means of individual and social 
reform, 76-79; and philosophy, 67-69; 
professionalization of, 19, 31, 40-41, 55- 
57; as vocation, 19, 45-47, 56. See also 
Classical antiquity; Interpretation; Neo- 
humanism 

Pietism, 4, 65, 71, 82 

Platonism, 46 n75, 50, 50 n81, 51, 52, 71, 
80-81, 82, 83 

Plutarch, 1 n2 

Prussia, 27, 37, 39, 40, 41, 58, 77; seen by 
Bachofen as representative of modern 
Machtstaat, 2, 3, 31, 32 


Ranke, Leopold von, 12, 13, 14, 37, 66 
Raoul-Rochette, Désiré, 22 n40 

Reclus, Elie, 3 n7, 57 

Reed, Evelyn, 3 n8 

Reich, Wilhelm, 2 n5 

Revolutions of 1848, 13, 17, 25, 62 


Rheinisches Museum, 74 

Ritter, Carl, 12 

Ross, Ludwig, 42-43, 43 n66, 56-57 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 56, 60, 82 


Savigny, Friedrich Carl von, 12, 13, 14, 26, 
34, 45, 46, 47, 50, 54, 55, 60, 61-61, 63 
n97, 66, 67, 80, 82 

Schelling, Friedrich von, 68, 72, 73, 75, 77, 
78, 80, 81 

Schiller, Friedrich von, 64, 78 

Schlegel, Friedrich, 38, 44 

Schleiermacher, Friedrich, 14, 43, 67, 70, 80 

Schmidt, Georg, 7 n15, 63 n98 

Schopenhauer, Arthur, 4 

Schréter, Manfred, 5 n11, 6, 7 

Schuler, Alfred, 5 

Sonderbund War, 14, 37 

Speiser, Jacob, 9 

Staél, Germaine Necker, Mme de, 16 

Streuber, Wilhelm Theodor, 14, 14 n25, 46 
n75, 56, 60, 77 

Swiss Confederation, 8, 13. See also Helvetic 
Republic; Sonderbund War 


Tertullian, 18 n30, 46, n75, 47 
Thierry, Augustin, 38 
Thiersch, Friedrich, 69 
Thomson, George, 2 
Thucydides, 74 

Tocqueville, Alexis de, 8 
Turel, Adrien, 35 n56 

Tylor, Sir Edward, 22 


Vinet, Alexandre, 49 n80, 65 
Vogt, Carl, 29 
Voss, Johann Heinrich, 21, 43-44, 67 


Weber, Max, 6 

Welcker, Friedrich, 20 n35, 41, 51, 67, 69, 
74, 74 n128, 79, 85 

Westermarck, Edward, 1 nl 

Winckelmann, Johann Joachim, 21, 41, 44, 
71, 76, 76 n135, 78, 79, 80, 81, 85 

Wolf, Friedrich August, 44, 51, 68, 80 

Wolfskehl, Karl, 5 

Wunderlich, Agathon, 14 n23 


Zoega, Georg, 5 n11, 44, 46, 78, 79, 81 
Zofingerverein, 13 


PUBLICATIONS 


OF 


The American Philosophical Society 


The publications of the American Philosophical Society consist of PROCEEDINGS, TRANS- 
ACTIONS, MEMoIRS, and YEAR BOOK. 


THE PROCEEDINGS contains papers which have been read before the Society in addition to 
other papers which have been accepted for publication by the Committee on Publications. 
In accordance with the present policy one volume is issued each year, consisting of six 
bimonthly numbers, and the price is $20.00 net per volume. 


THE TRANSACTIONS, the oldest scholarly journal in America, was started in 1769. In accor- 
dance with the present policy each annual volume is a collection of monographs, each issued 
as a part. The current annual subscription price is $50.00 net per volume. Individual copies 
of the TRANSACTIONS are offered for sale. 


Each volume of the MEMoIRs is published as a book. The titles cover the various fields of 
learning; most of the recent volumes have been historical. The price of each volume is 
determined by its size and character, but subscribers are offered a 20 percent discount. 


The YEAR BOOK is of considerable interest to scholars because of the reports on grants for 
research and to libraries for this reason and because of the section dealing with the acquisitions 
of the Library. In addition it contains the Charter and Laws, and lists of members, and reports 
of committees and meetings. The YEAR BOOK is published about April 1 for the preceding 
calendar year. The current price is $5.00. 


An author desiring to submit a manuscript for publication should send it to the Editor, 
American Philosophical Society, 104 South Fifth Street, Philadelphia, Pa. 19106. 


